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ABSTRACT
This practice-led research project explores processes of cultural response to 
the communication of complex environmental issues through two main forms 
of process-based art production: one in the private studio in the form of 
drawings and the other in the public sphere through varied approaches. It 
examines some of the prevailing human activities and cultural mythologies 
that led us to the current ecological crisis and highlights some of the critical 
challenges environmental communicators face in communicating the findings 
of climate science to diverse audiences. I have sought to emphasise the 
significance of affective communication methods in conveying complex and 
often-contentious environmental issues, and the role art may contribute to this 
exchange. 
 
The aim of this research is to underscore some of the opportunities for artists 
to engage as interlocutors and mediators within the network of environmental 
communication. Accordingly, the research examines some of the historical 
precedents of environmental art and how contemporary artists approach both 
local and global environmental issues.  
The research offers new knowledge in two ways. First, in the processes of 
response and communication in the production of public artworks, which 
explore local issues such as water protection and security, to large-scale 
drawings that address broader ecological issues influencing global climate 
change. And, secondly in the exegesis, where the findings of process-based art 
production and contextual research contribute to the field of environmental 
art discourse. It also offers methods of approach for artists and science 
communicators to work together in addressing some of the greatest 
environmental challenges of the Anthropocene.
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CHAPTER I 
Fig. 1 Johannes Gutenberg 1449 first movable durable 
bronze type printing workshop, n.d., photograph. 
Image courtesy of Jorge Royan. Retrieved 1 
December 2014 from Wikimedia Commons, 
<http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Munich_
-_Deutsches_Museum_-_07-0596.jpg>. Available 
under a Creative Commons Attribution License 
Attribution-ShareAlike 3.0 Unported, 
<http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
sa/3.0/legalcode>. 
Fig. 2 Yuken Teruya, Corner Forest, 2005. Installation of 
toilet paper rolls. Retrieved 1 December 2014 from 
Yuken Teruya Studio, 
<http://www.yukenteruyastudio.com/projects-
1/coner-forest>.  
Fig. 3 Yuken Teruya, LVMH – Louis Vuitton, 2005. 
Disposable paper bag and glue. From the Notice – 
Forest paper bag sculpture series. Retrieved 1 
December 2014 from The Saatchi Gallery, 
<http://www.saatchigallery.com/artists/artpages/yuk
en_teruya_louis_vuitton.htm>.  
Fig. 4 An aerial photograph of the MV Rena leaking oil 
and almost capsizing, 2011. The 37,000 tonne 
container ship ran aground on the Astrolabe Reef in 
the Bay of Plenty in October 2011, causing the worst 
ecological maritime disaster in New Zealand history. 
Photograph reproduced with permission from 
Maritime New Zealand. Retrieved 1 December 2014 
from Stuff.co.nz, 
<http://www.stuff.co.nz/environment/rena-
crisis/5833206/12m-clean-up-fund-deliberately-
wound-down>.  
Fig. 5 Potential policy-relevant tipping elements in the 
climate system this century, 2014, illustrated map. 
The subsystems indicated could result in tipping 
point responses rising from anthropogenic climate 
forcings. Within this century, critical thresholds 
could be surpassed altering the future fate of the 
system for millennia. Illustration by Jen Rae. Map 
adapted from LENTON, T.M., HELD, H., 
KRIEGLER, E., HALL, J.W., LUCHT, W., 
RAHMSTORF, S. & SCHELLNHUBER, H.J. 2008. 
Tipping elements in the earth’s climate system. 
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of 
the United States of America, 105, 1786-1793.  
Fig. 6 A toppled Moai in front of Ahu Tongariki, Easter 
Island, 2009, photograph. Courtesy of Robin 
Atherton. Retrieved 1 December 2014 from Flickr 
<https://flic.kr/p/7a7XXW>. Available under a 
Creative Commons Attribution License CC BY-NC-
ND 2.0, <https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
nc-nd/2.0/legalcode>. 
Fig. 7 Olafur Eliasson and Minik Rosing, Ice Watch, 26 - 
29 October 2014, Copenhagen City Hall Square. 
One hundred tonnes of arctic ice. Reproduced with 
permission from the artist. Retrieved 1 December 
2014 from Olafur Eliasson, 
<http://olafureliasson.net/icewatch>.  
Fig. 8 Tangled rope and debris from the Great Pacific 
Garbage Patch, 2003, photograph. Courtesy of Ray 
Boland, National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (USA). Retrieved 20 January 2015 
from Flickr, <https://flic.kr/p/7zehDC>. Available 
under a Creative Commons Attribution License 
Attribution-NoDerivs 2.0, 
<https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
nd/2.0/legalcode>. 
Fig. 9 Promotional image for the film, The Age of Stupid, 
showing actor Pete Postlewaite at his archival 
computer, 2009. Retrieved 1 December 2014 from 
Creative Greenius, 
<http://creativegreenius.files.wordpress.com/2009/0
3/age-of-stupid.jpg>.  
Fig. 10 Svalbard Globale frøhvelv/Svalbard Global Seed 
Vault from the outside, 2008, photography. 
Courtesy of Mari Tefre/Svalbard Globale frøhvelv. 
Retrieved 2 December 2014 from Flickr, 
<https://flic.kr/p/7nYgQr>. Available under a 
Creative Commons Attribution License 
Attribution-NoDerivs 2.0, 
<https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
nd/2.0/legalcode>. 
Fig. 11 Inside the seed vaults at the Svalbard Globale 
frøhvelv/Svalbard Global Seed Vault, 2013, 
photograph. Courtesy of Matthias Heyde. Retrieved 
2 December 2014 from Flickr, 
<https://flic.kr/p/oPxKwd>. Available under a 
Creative Commons Attribution License 
Attribution-NoDerivs 2.0, 
<https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
nd/2.0/legalcode>. 
Fig. 12 Svalbard Globale frøhvelv/Svalbard Global Seed 
Vault, 2008, diagram. Image courtesy of Statsbygg 
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Norway. Retrieved 2 December 2014 from The 
Gustavian Weekly, Gustavus Adolphus College, 
<https://weekly.blog.gustavus.edu/files/2008/04/see
d-vault.jpg>. 
Fig. 13 Drawing research for the Myth of Progress, studio 
photograph. 
Fig. 14 SimonidesR of Ceos fleeing the building before 
collapse, n.d., illustration. Retrieved 2 December 
2014 from Memory Techniques Wiki, 
<http://mt.artofmemory.com/wiki/File:Simonides.jp
g>. Available under a Creative Commons 
Attribution License Attribution-ShareAlike 3.0 
Unported, 
<http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
sa/3.0/legalcode>.  
Fig. 15 Invisible Keystones - sea otter, 2013, pencil crayon on 
black paper, 297mm x 210mm. 
Fig. 16 Research notes for the Invisible Keystones – sea otter 
drawing, 2013.  
Fig. 17 Sea otter feasting on sea urchins, n.d., photograph. 
Reproduced with permission from the Vancouver 
Aquarium. Retrieved 3 December 2014 from 
Vancouver Aquarium, 
<http://www.vanaqua.org/experience/shows/spotlig
ht-on-sea-otters>.  
Fig. 18 Invisible Keystones – beaver, 2013, pencil crayon on 
black paper, 297mm x 210mm. 
Fig. 19 Research notes for the Invisible Keystones – beaver 
drawing, 2013. 
Fig. 20 86% are caught at the top, 2011/12, pencil crayon on 
black paper, 170cm x 100cm. From the 
Insignificant/Magnificent series. 
Fig. 21 Indigenous wildlife caught in livestock fencing, 
2013, photographs. Top row (L to R): tangled bat 
(unknown photographer) and detail. Middle row (L 
to R): koala (courtesy of Peter Black) and the 
remains of a mahogany glider (courtesy of Daryl 
Dickson). Bottom row (L to R): ibis (courtesy of 
Ashleigh Johnson) and pademelon (courtesy of 
Andy Mason). Photographs reproduced with 
permission from Jennefer MacLean, Tolga Bat 
Hospital.  
Fig. 22 The Tolga Bat Hospital, Atherton, Queensland, 
2013, photographs. They work to rescue, rehabilitate 
and release injured bats and for the conservation of 
their habitats. Photographs reproduced with 
permission from Sally Beattie. 
Fig. 23 Invisible barbs suspend night flights, 2011/12, pencil 
crayon on black paper, 170cm x 100cm. From the 
Insignificant/Magnificent series. 
Fig. 24 Invisible barbs suspend night flights (details). 
Fig. 25 Leadbeater’s Possum, 2001, photograph. Courtesy of 
D. Harley. Retrieved 3 December 2014 from Flickr, 
<https://flic.kr/p/dgxLqM>. Available under a 
Creative Commons Attribution License Attribution-
NonCommercial-NoDerivs 2.0, 
<https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-
nd/2.0/legalcode>. 
Fig. 26 A logged coupe near Toolangi, Victoria, 2012, 
photograph. This is one of the last remaining 
habitats for the Leadbeater’s Possum. In the past 
decade, numerous campaigns and blockades have 
attempted to halt clearfell logging in the area, but 
with limited success. Courtesy of The Greens. 
Retrieved 3 December 2014 from Flickr, 
<https://flic.kr/p/dzM2tz>. Available under a 
Creative Commons Attribution License Attribution-
NonCommercial-NoDerivs 2.0, 
<https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-
nd/2.0/legalcode>. 
Fig. 27 Death fuels survival fears, 2014, pencil crayon on 
black paper, 170cm x 100cm. From the 
Insignificant/Magnificent series. 
Fig. 28 Death fuels survival fears, 2014, (details). 
Fig. 29 Lord Howe Island Stick Insect hatching in captivity 
at the Melbourne Zoo, 2012, photograph. Courtesy 
of Rohan Cleave. Reproduced with permission from 
Melbourne Zoo. Retrieved 3 December 2014 from 
the Australian Museum, 
<http://australianmuseum.net.au/image/Lord-
Howe-Island-Stick-Insect-hatching-at-Melbourne-
Zoo>.  
Fig. 30 Birth of the Lord Howe Island Stick Insect to the 
sound of music, 2012, pencil crayon on black paper, 
85cm x 90cm. From the Insignificant/Magnificent 
series.  
Fig. 31 Adriaen van Utrecht (1599 – 1652), Still Life: Game, 
Vegetables, Fruit, Cockatoo, 1650, oil on canvas, 
1168mm x 2491mm. Retrieved 3 December 2014 
from The J. Paul Getty Museum, 
<http://www.getty.edu/art/gettyguide/artObjectDeta
ils?artobj=562&handle=li>. Digital image courtesy 
of the Getty’s Open Content Program, 
<http://www.getty.edu/about/opencontent.html>. 
Fig. 32 Tondi drawings from The Perils of the Hare 
Condition, 2013 – ongoing, pencil crayon on board, 
14cm diameter. 
Fig. 33 Geological time scale, 2008, diagram. Courtesy of 
Joseph Graham, William Newman and John Stacy. 
Retrieved 3 December from The United States 
Geological Survey, 
<http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Geologic
al_time_spiral.png>. Available under a Creative 
Commons Attribution License Attribution-
ShareAlike 3.0 Unported, 
<http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
sa/3.0/legalcode>. 
Fig. 34 Wild gorillas Rwema and Dukore destroy a 
primitive snare in Rwanda, 2012, photograph. 
Courtesy of Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund. Reproduced 
with permission from the Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund 
International. Retrieved 3 December 2014 from 
<http://news.nationalgeographic.com.au/news/2012
/07/120719-young-gorillas-juvenile-traps-snares-
rwanda-science-fossey/>.  
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Fig. 35 Research notes for the drawing, The Myth of 
Progress, 2014. 
Fig. 36 Sketch (detail) for The Myth of Progress, 2014, pencil 
crayon on black paper. 
Fig. 37 Sketch (detail) for The Myth of Progress, 2014, pencil 
crayon on black paper. 
Fig. 38 Population growth in relation to progress in the 
transportation industry, from 1700-2050, 2014, 
illustration.  
Fig. 39 A feller buncher is a motorised vehicle used in the 
logging industry to rapidly cut and gather several 
trees at the same time, 2014, South Island, New 
Zealand, photograph.  
Fig. 40 Compositional sketch I for The Myth of Progress, 
2014, illustration. 
Fig. 41 Instead of a forest of trees, we see a year’s supply of 
cheeseburger wrappers, 2015, digital photograph.  
Fig. 42 Mark making for The Myth of Progress, 2014, pencil 
crayon on black paper. 
Fig. 43 Work in progress for The Myth of Progress (detail), 
2014, pencil crayon on black paper. 
Fig. 44 The Myth of Progress, 2015, pencil crayon on black 
paper, aluminium rod, brackets, chain and 
expanders, 2.5m x 2.72m. Photo courtesy of Sarah 
Fuller. 
Fig. 45 Research notes for the drawing The Bad Smell of 
Extinction. 
Fig. 46 A comparison of the polluting countries versus the 
vulnerable countries, 2011, graphic maps. Top 
frame: National average of CO2 emissions per capita 
CO2 based on the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development  (OECD)/International 
Energy Agency (IEA) 2006 national CO2 emissions 
(OECD/IEA, 2008) and United Nations Population 
Division 2006 national population size (UNPD, 
2007). Bottom frame: Global Climate Demography 
Vulnerability Index. Red corresponds to more 
vulnerable regions, blue to less vulnerable regions. 
White areas correspond to regions with little or no 
population (Samson et al., 2011). Map reproduced 
with permission by John Wiley and Sons Inc. under 
the license number 3524020695290. Compiled 
graphic reproduced with permission by John Cook, 
Skeptical Science. Retrieved 3 December 2014 from 
Skeptical Science, 
<http://www.skepticalscience.com/graphics.php?g=
15>. 
Fig. 47 The Bad Smell of Extinction, 2015, pencil crayon on 
black paper, aluminium rod, brackets, chain and 
expanders, 2.5m x 2.72m.  Photo courtesy of Sarah 
Fuller. 
 
CHAPTER II  
Fig. 48 News Limited, Damage after flash flooding 
decimated Grantham during the 2011 Queensland 
floods, 2011 photograph. Courtesy of Stuart 
Mcevoy. Retrieved 24 January 2015 from The 
Australian, 
<http://www.theaustralian.com.au/archive/breaking
-news-old/queensland-floods-to-take-massive-
economic-toll/story-fn7il3q4-1225993208274>. 
Fig. 49 Gregg Segal, photographs from the 7 Days of 
Garbage project, 2014. Left to right: Till & Nicholas, 
Sam & Jane, Mariko and Alfie, Kirsten, Miles & Elly. 
Reproduced with permission courtesy of the artist. 
Retrieved 1 December 2014 from Gregg Segal, 
<http://www.greggsegal.com>.  
Fig. 50 Representations of global warming and climate 
change in product advertising, (L to R). 
 Top row:  
i. EDF (Électricité de France), 2008, product 
advertisement for nuclear energy. Retrieved 5 
December 2014 from The Guardian, 
<http://www.theguardian.com/environment/gallery
/2008/jan/24/travelandtransport.climatechange>. 
ii. Diesel, Global Warming, Rushmore Mountain, 2007, 
product advertisement for men’s and women’s 
clothing. Courtesy of Terry Richardson. Retrieved 5 
December 2014 from Ads of the World, 
<http://adsoftheworld.com/media/print/diesel_glob
al_warming_rushmore_mountain>. 
 Middle row: 
iii. Abbott’s Village Bakery, 2010, product 
advertisement for bread. Courtesy of Richard 
Andrew. Retrieved 5 December from Cargo 
Collective, < 
http://cargocollective.com/richardapps/Abbott-s-
Village-Bakery>.  
iv. Fender Guitar Shop, 2010, product advertisement 
for guitars. Courtesy of Vali Petridean (illustrator). 
Retrieved 5 December 2014 from Ads of the World, 
<http://adsoftheworld.com/media/print/fender_guit
ar_shop_warming>. 
v. Wall’s, 2011, product advertisement for ice cream. 
Courtesy of Darryl Driyarto Han. Retrieved 5 
December 2014 from Behance, 
<https://www.behance.net/gallery/1682308/Walls-
Ice-Cream-Global-Warming-Ads>. 
vi. Skoda, 2009, product advertisement for a SUV 
vehicle. Courtesy of Cayenne Italy advertisement 
agency. Retrieved 5 December 2014 from Coloribus, 
<http://www.coloribus.com/adsarchive/prints/skod
a-polar-bear-13478355/>. 
 Bottom row: 
vii. Bianco , 2010, product advertisement for footwear. 
Courtesy of Casper Wackerhausen-Sejersen. 
Retrieved 5 December 2014 from Ads of the World, 
<http://adsoftheworld.com/media/print/bianco_foo
twear_please_stop_global_warming_3>. 
viii. SPI Windows (Ice), 2007, product advertisement for 
insulating windows. Courtesy of D’adda Lorenzini 
Vigorelli advertisement agency. Retrieved 5 
December 2014 from Coloribus, 
<http://www.coloribus.com/adsarchive/prints/spi-
spi-windows-ice-9891905/>. 
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ix. Ford, n.d., product advertisement for a car called the 
Fiesta Zetec Climate. Retrieved 5 December 2014 
from The Guardian, 
<http://www.theguardian.com/environment/gallery
/2008/jan/24/travelandtransport.climatechange>.  
Fig. 51 Recycled water and greywater signage in 
Melbourne. 
Fig. 52 Isaac Cordal, Follow the Leader, 2009-2011, 
installation of cement figurines placed in various 
international locations including London, UK 
(2009) and Berlin (2011). Courtesy of the artist. 
Retrieved 5 December 2014 from Isaac Corday, 
<http://cementeclipses.com/Works/follow-the-
leaders/>. 
Fig. 53 Isaac Cordal, Waiting for Climate Change, 2013, 14 
floating sculptures, dimensions variable. Exhibited 
at Château des ducs de Bretagne, Nantes. 
France. From 28 June to 1 September 2013 – Le 
Voyage à Nantes. Courtesy of the artist. Retrieved 5 
December 2014 from Isaac Cordal, 
<http://cementeclipses.com/Works/waiting-for-
climate-change-nantes-france/>. 
Fig. 54 John Quigley, Melting Vitruvian Man, 2011, copper 
strips arranged in the formation of Leonardo 
DaVinci’s 500-year old drawing Vitruvian Man, 
200m x 100m, installed in the Arctic approximately 
800km south of the North Pole. Commissioned by 
Greenpeace. Courtesy of Nic Cobbing/Greenpeace. 
Retrieved 5 December 2014 from Visuall, 
<http://visuall.net/2011/09/14/melting-vitruvian-
man-on-arctic-sea-ice/>. 
Fig. 55 DDT is Good For Me, detail of Penn Salt chemicals 
advertisement in Time magazine June 30, 1947. 
Courtesy of The Crossett Library. Retrieved 5 
December 2014 from Flickr, 
<https://flic.kr/p/9uyQma>. 
Fig. 56 Rachel Carson testifying before the Senate 
Government Operations subcommittee studying 
pesticide spraying, 4 June 1963, United Press 
International photograph. Courtesy of the Prints 
and Photographs Division of the Library of 
Congress. Retrieved 2 November 2014 from the 
Library of Congress, 
<http://www.americaslibrary.gov/aa/carson/aa_cars
on_consequenc_3_e.html>. 
Fig. 57 Plane spraying DDT over alfalfa fields in the USA in 
the 1940’s, historical photograph. Courtesy of 
Loomis Dean/Time & Life Pictures/Getty Image. 
Retrieved 3 December 2014, from The Guardian, 
<http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014
/jul/15/ban-neonicotinoids-another-silent-spring-
pesticide-moratorium>. 
Fig. 58 Special tractor for spraying with DDT, 1948, 
historical photograph. Courtesy of the Prints and 
Photographs Division of the Library of Congress. 
Retrieved 5 December 2014 from the Library of 
Congress, 
<http://www.americaslibrary.gov/aa/carson/aa_cars
on_spring_2_e.html>. 
Fig. 59 Banksy, I don’t believe in global warming, 2009, 
street art, Regent’s Canal in Camden, North 
London. Reproduced with permission courtesy of 
the artist. Retrieved 10 December 2014 from RSS 
Efsun, <http://www.rssefsun.com/banksy-i-dont-
believe-in-global-warming-closer/>. 
Fig. 60 LinkedIn Network Visualisation Analysis, Jen Rae, 
12 December 2014, screen shot. Generated through 
Socilab. This illustration depicts my LinkedIn social 
media network and outreach possibilities to connect 
people and disseminate information. Each coloured 
node is an individual in my network. The grey lines 
indicate bridges between nodes and clusters. In this 
case, the clusters represent my networks in the arts, 
the environmental movement, academia and social 
enterprise with numerous outliers. Multiply my 
network by the hundreds of followers of NGO, 
grassroots and social justice groups online and their 
expanded networks, and you get a clearer 
perspective of how interconnected we are globally to 
propagate information. 
Fig. 61 Peter Dombrovskis, Morning Mist, Rock Island 
Bend, Franklin River, Tasmania, 1979, photograph. 
Reproduced with permission from the National 
Library of Australia. Retrieved 12 December 2014 
from National Library of Australia, 
<http://nla.gov.au/nla.pic-an6631500>. 
Fig. 62 Arne Naevra, Polar Meltdown, 2007, photograph. 
Courtesy of Arne Naevra. Retrieved 12 December 
2014 from Naturbilder, 
<http://www.naturbilder.no/bildesalg>. 
Fig. 63 Product advertisements with polar bear imagery, 
2007-2014, (L to R).   
 Top row: 
i. General Motors Company: Polar bear and penguins, 
product advertisement, 2014. Courtesy of Scholz & 
Friends Hamburg advertising agency. Retrieved 26 
January 2015 from Coloribus, 
<http://www.coloribus.com/adsarchive/prints/opel-
polar-bear-and-penguin-19306005>. 
ii. General Electric Café: Polar Bear, 2014, product 
advertisement. Courtesy of BBDO advertising 
agency. Retrieved 15 January 2015 from Ads of the 
World, 
<http://adsoftheworld.com/media/print/ge_cafe_po
lar_bear>. 
 Bottom row: 
iii. Toyota Land Cruiser: Bear, 2007, product 
advertisement for SUV vehicle. Courtesy of Saatchi 
& Saatchi advertising agency. Retrieved 15 January 
2015 from Ads of the World, 
<http://adsoftheworld.com/media/print/toyota_lan
d_cruiser_bear>. 
iv. Clorox Green Works: Polar Bear, “Only stains 
should disappear”, 2014, product advertisement. 
Courtesy of Alma advertising agency. Retrieved 15 
January 2015 from Ads of the World, 
<http://adsoftheworld.com/media/print/clorox_gree
n_works_polar_bear>. 
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Fig. 64 Nissan Leaf: Polar Bear, 2010, video still from 
commercial advertisement. Courtesy of 
Tbwa/chiat/day Los Angeles. Retrieved 15 January 
2014 from Autoevolution, 
<http://www.autoevolution.com/news/do-polar-
bears-really-love-nissan-leaf-owners-47242.html>. 
Fig. 65 Climate change campaign advertisements from 
WWF, Friends of the Earth and Greenpeace (2007 – 
2014). L to R.    
 Top row: 
i. WWF: Fish, “Stop climate change before it changes 
you”, 2008, print advertisement. Courtesy of WWF 
and Germaine advertisement agency. Retrieved 15 
January 2015 from Ads of the World, 
<http://adsoftheworld.com/media/print/wwf_fish_0
>. 
ii. Friends of the Earth Beligium. “The earth is heating 
up. Sign the petition on the bigask.be and ask the 
Belgian government for a strong climate law.”, 2008. 
Courtesy of Friends of the Earth and TBWA 
advertising agency. Retrieved from Ads of the 
World, 
<http://adsoftheworld.com/media/print/friends_of_
the_earth_polar_bear>.     
 Middle row: 
iii. Greenpeace, “Stop the catastrophe”, 2008. Courtesy 
of Greenpeace and Saatchi & Saatchi advertising 
agency, Romania. Retrieved 15 January 2015 from 
The Inspiration Room, < 
http://theinspirationroom.com/daily/2008/greenpea
ce-axe-bomb>. 
iv. Greenpeace: Elephants, “Survival of the Tallest: A 
rise of 4˚C is enough to the change the face of our 
planet. Join the energy revolution. Fight climate 
change”, n.d.. Courtesy of Greenpeace and JWT 
advertising agency. Retrieved 15 January 2015 from 
Adeevee, 
<http://www.adeevee.com/2009/07/greenpeace-
climate-change-awareness-ostriches-elephants-
giraffes-print>. 
 Bottom row: 
v. WWF: Homeless Polar Bear, “You can help. Stop 
global warming. Animals around the world are losing 
their habitats due to climate change. By choosing a 
hybrid or fuel efficient car, you can help prevent this. 
Take action now.”, 2007, print advertisement. 
Courtesy of WWF and EuroRSCG advertising 
agency. Retrieved 15 January 2015 from Ads of the 
World, 
<http://adsoftheworld.com/media/print/wwf_homel
ess_polar_bear>.  
vi. Greenpeace, “Lego dumped Shell. Everything is 
awesome again.”, 2014. Courtesy of Greenpeace. 
Retrieved 15 January 2015 from The Guardian, 
<http://www.theguardian.com/voluntary-sector-
network/2014/oct/10/greenpeace-lego-shell-
climate-change-arctic-oil>. 
Fig. 66 Tcktcktck and Greenpeace’s I’m Sorry campaign, 
2009, poster advertisements placed in the 
Copenhagen International Airport in the lead up to 
the 2009 Copenhagen Climate Summit. Aged state 
leaders include Gordon Brown (UK), Nicolas 
Sarkozy (France), Kevin Rudd (Australia), Barak 
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Flickr/350.org, <https://flic.kr/p/8Wm81i>. 
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<http://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/col/work/27227>. 
Fig. 95 Unrestricted livestock grazing in the Glenelg River, 
Victoria., 2009. This is one of the top flow stressed 
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e.html>. 
Fig. 126 Mel Chin, Revival Fields, 1991-ongoing, plants and 
industrial fencing on a hazardous waste landfill. 
This is an ongoing project in conjunction with Dr. 
Rufus Chaney, senior research agronomist, USDA. 
Courtesy of Mel Chin. Retrieved 2 February 2015 
from Mel Chin, < 
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INTRODUCTION
Art & the Anthropocene: Processes of responsiveness and communication in an 
era of environmental uncertainty situates a practice-led PhD that is engaged 
with research into the communication of critical environmental issues of the 
Anthropocene, conducted through two main forms of process-based art 
production. These processes are far from mutually exclusive – one occurring 
in the private studio, the other in the public realm. Both explore some of the 
complexities of anthropogenic activity on the biosphere (e.g. infinite growth, 
industrial agriculture, fossil fuel reliance, climate change, deforestation, etc.) 
and resulting impacts on the environment and non-humans (e.g. species loss, 
disruptions in the hydrological cycle, ecological collapse, etc.), in ways that 
further expose the Anthropocene is more than the sum of its parts.  The 
exegesis compromises four chapters articulating a process of examination, 
reflection and response underpinning the creation and development of a series 
of drawings and public art projects. 
 
The first chapter examines the context and complexity of the current 
environmental condition in relation to a degrading climate system impacted 
by anthropogenic activity. It further explores some the prevailing issues and 
activities that led us to our current environmental crisis such as the myths of 
progress and infinite growth, our unwavering reliance on fossil fuels, 
urbanisation and industrial agriculture. The chapter provides reflections on 
my studio work in which the complexity of data and information is 
synthesised by using drawing as a mnemonic device to create drawings on 
black substrates.  
 
The second chapter focuses on some of the critical challenges to 
communicating complex environmental information, from the local (as in 
water pollution) to the global (such as climate science). Particularly in how 
such challenges underpin the production of affective representations designed 
for the comprehension of broad public audiences. Here, I investigate some of 
the opportunities to expand and enhance environmental communication 
through non-conventional methods, thus opening a discussion on the 
potential role art can play in the communication of climate science. 
 
The third chapter explores processes of perpetual response in the creation and 
reception of contemporary environmental art. This includes processes of 
negotiation between the functional and formal qualities in art when working 
in the public sphere. As contemporary environmental conditions are in a 
constant state of flux, it is critical that cultural responses are flexible and 
responsive in order to adapt to changing circumstances. This chapter 
articulates my own processes and approaches to complex environmental issues 
and changing conditions through project-based activities in the public realm. 
It culminates with the major outcome of this process-based research project, 
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The Riparian Project, a transdisciplinary collaborative art project that 
addresses how unrestricted livestock grazing impacts river health in Victoria. 
 
Chapter four provides an historical and theoretical overview of what is largely 
known as ‘environmental art’ based on a model adapted from William L. Fox’s 
work and upcoming book The Art of the Anthropocene. My emphasis here is 
directed to the prevailing discourses in Western art from the 1960’s onward, 
up to contemporary practitioners responding to critical ecological issues of the 
Anthropocene, such as the loss of biodiversity, land degradation, pollution, 
along with global climate change.  
 
This research project also offers methods of approach for artists to engage with 
critical environmental issues at a time when it will take all of the tools at our 
disposal to address the greatest challenge of the anthropogenic epoch.
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
 
 
1. How might practice-led research respond to the communication challenges of climate science and the impacts of global climate change? 
2. What are the critical issues in environmental art in relation to the public communication of environmental issues, from the local to the global? 
3. And, how can my practice-led research make a contribution to these critical challenges? 
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CHAPTER I   
ENVIRONMENTAL CONTEXT: THE DILEMMA OF COMPLEXITY  
 
  
 
 
We live in a world at risk. Social and ecological endangerment 
defines our age as no other.  
-  Brendan Gleeson (2013) 
 
Risks are produced by industry, externalized by economics, 
individualized by the legal system, legitimized by the sciences 
and made to appear harmless by politics.  
- Ulrich Beck (1998)  
 
OVERVIEW 
 
The International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Fifth Assessment Report, 
released on the 27th September 2013, established overwhelming scientific 
consensus that the warming of the climate system was unequivocal and 
confirmed it is the result of human activities. The report also substantiated 
that climate change is already influencing the frequency and intensity of 
extreme weather events globally, and hence, affects both natural and human 
systems. These climatic changes pose significant risks to human health, 
biodiversity and ecosystems, water security, agricultural production and the 
global economy.  
 
 
This chapter aims to come to an understanding of how we got to this 
historically unprecedented position of ecological degradation1, in which we 
now find ourselves. It gives an overview of the scientific consensus on global 
warming and its very likely impacts from an environmental, social and 
economic perspective. It further provides an overview of some of the 
prevailing issues and confirmed evidence of the human causes of the current 
environmental crisis, including our unwavering dependence on fossil fuels, 
compounded by cradle-to-grave cycles of commodity production and 
consumption. It also focuses on the sense of absence in imperative to act in 
support of a sustainable future, which in part is attributable to the widespread 
acceptance notions of growth and ‘progress’. Accordingly, I attempt to show 
how three central definitions of environmental conditions: the notion of a 
global Tipping Point, the Point of No Return and the concept of Super Wicked, 
are integral to understanding the complexity of the current ecological crisis 
and the risk we face with inaction. These concepts provide an historical 
context for my practice-led research in environmental art; the foundation for 
the reflective methods in my drawing work; and they inform the processes of 
my work in public art. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 A period now defined by the term ‘Anthropocene’ which is gaining traction in scholarly 
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CARBON FOOTPRINTS  
 
This exegesis is not a tree2. The bright white pages between your fingers, that 
look and feel like standard copy paper, do not come from native or plantation 
forests, recycled pulp or from any tree for that matter. They have a zero carbon 
footprint, since the manufacturers are using a by-product of wheat production 
and ‘cradle to cradle’3 production processes. Or, at least it was my intention to 
use this paper when I started this exegesis. The carbon neutral product, 
Natures Paper is no longer available in Australia. Along with this waste-free 
and sustainable paper, other non-tree copy papers (e.g. hemp, bamboo, sugar 
cane, kenaf, etc.) are available internationally, but not readily available in 
Australia. The majority of copy paper in Australia is either post-consumer 
recycled or virgin (i.e. taken directly from forests). And, without the demand 
to change the status quo in paper production, there is currently no market for 
a sustainable alternative.  
____ 
 
The printing press, one of the greatest inventions of the early modern era, 
transformed western history, particularly in the shift from a largely oral 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Adopted from ‘This book is not a tree’, the introduction header of McDonough and 
Braungart’s book Cradle to Cradle. The book is printed on ‘synthetic’ paper, developed by 
Melcher Media, which uses plastic resins and inorganic fillers rather than wood pulp or 
cotton fibre. The books are non-toxic, waterproof and designed to be upcycled indefinitely 
in industrial cycles. 
3 ‘Cradle to cradle’, also know as regenerative design, is a framework and philosophy for the 
design of products and systems that have minimal ecological impact by being efficient and 
waste-free. 
culture to the written transference of knowledge. It has however, never been 
an ecologically conscious activity. Johannes Gutenberg would have used 
approximately 170 calves for each copy of the Gutenberg Bible printed entirely 
on vellum4, and by the industrial age, resource intensive technological 
advancements in wood pulp manufacturing were used internationally in the 
production of paper. In our time, paper flows through our fingers in every 
form, from currency to packaging, from disposable coffee cups to toilet paper. 
As a result, this activity (along with other uses for timber) has led to the 
widespread devastation of global forest ecosystems. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 There are conflicting accounts of how many calves were used for the vellum Gutenberg 
Bible editions. The British Library holds a vellum copy and states 170 calves were used. It is 
believed that Gutenberg produced 135 copies on Italian cotton rag paper and 45 on vellum. 
Figure 1 - Johannes Gutenberg 1449 first movable durable bronze type 
printing workshop. 
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The development of information technology was once considered a gateway to 
a paperless society, but growth figures in international paper production and 
consumption indicate otherwise (Environmental Paper Network, 2011). Since 
1950, the world population has increased three-fold, with paper consumption 
increasing six-fold (Arthus-Bertrand, 2011). One ream or 500 sheets of virgin 
(non-recycled) office paper requires approximately 6% of a tree to produce 
(Conservatree). Four hundred reams is the equivalent of 1 tonne or 24 trees or 
17 trees if using recycled paper. These figures do not take into account the use 
of water or the contamination of ground water in the production and 
consumption of our household and office paper products, or waste disposal. 
Paper manufacturing is the third largest user of fossil fuels worldwide (Garner, 
2002) with Australians consuming over 4 million tonnes of paper annually, of 
which 1.385 million is printing paper (Ajani, 2008). Based on printing paper 
alone, this equates to the harvesting of over 33 million trees (virgin office 
paper) or approximately 23.5 million trees (recycled) each year. 
 
Hence, in calculating the ecological footprint of this exegesis, including the 
printed draft copies, journal articles and related photocopies and notes, I could 
be personally accountable for the harvesting of at least 1/3 of a tree. Multiply 
this doctoral exegesis by the number of printed publications worldwide 
merged with other non-sustainable wood harvest processes5, and the picture of 
forest biodiversity loss and desertification starts to emerge. Furthermore, if the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5   For other wood and paper purposes such as packaging, construction, fuel, furniture, etc. 
current cradle-to-grave lifecycle of paper manufacturing is compared to other 
unsustainable practices in historically collapsed civilisations (e.g. Easter 
Island), we begin to see “how little things can make a big difference” 
(Gladwell, 2000). When the specific problem of deforestation is considered in 
the context of the ‘super wicked’6 and expanded to include anthropogenic 
disruptions of the global biogeochemical cycles (e.g. hydrogen, phosphorous, 
nitrogen, etc.), the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.  Furthermore, 
when discussing some of the trademark complexities of the Anthropocene 
such as climate change, species extinction or the compounding negative effects 
of industrial agriculture on the hydrological cycle, it becomes clear that the 
little things are far more multifarious than they first appear, and are in fact 
intertwined with a much larger picture. Hence as the general idiom goes, ‘the 
devil is in the detail’.  
 
In this practice-led research project, I have made a concerted effort to 
minimise the ecological footprint of production and exhibition in my practice. 
At the local level of individual practice, this is challenging, but important in 
understanding how ecological awareness and responsiveness fits into the 
broader problems of ecological sustainability. For instance, many art materials 
are not locally sourced and therefore shipped from overseas, thus increasing 
their ecological footprint. Also, many materials and processes used in the 
fabrication of most sculptural public artworks (to ensure longevity, safety and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 The term ‘super wicked’ problem is basically a problem that has major interdependent 
complexities, which I will further explain in detail later in this chapter.  
10 
protection from vandalism) are energy and/or waste intensive, if not already 
toxic to the environment.  
Transportation for a variety of purposes (e.g. exhibition shipping, audience 
attendance, touring, etc.) also has an array of environmentally negative 
impacts. Some artists reuse and repurpose materials in their practices, like 
Japanese (based in New York) artist Yuken Teruya who explores tensions 
between the environment and contemporary society by transforming 
consumer paper waste into poetic sculptures. Issues such as globalisation, 
consumerism and the rapid depletion of natural resources are evident in works 
such as Corner Forest (Fig. 2) and LVMH – Louis Vuitton (Fig. 3) from the 
Notice – Forest series. 
To many (including artists), individual environmental impact seems like a 
teardrop in a vast ocean. Nevertheless as the next section explains, there are 
thresholds and dire consequences from continuous unsustainable activity. 
Figure 2 - Yuken Teruya, Corner Forest, 2005, toilet paper rolls. 
Figure 3 - Yuken Teruya,  LVMH - Louis Vuitton, 2005. Disposable paper bag and glue. From 
the Notice – Forest disposable paper bag sculpture  series. 
IMAGE REMOVED DUE TO COPYRIGHT RESTRICTIONS 
IMAGE REMOVED DUE TO COPYRIGHT RESTRICTIONS 
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OFFICIAL DEFINITIONS AND RHETORIC 
COMING TO UNDERSTAND THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN A ‘TIPPING POINT’ AND A ‘POINT OF NO RETURN’…INTO SOMETHING ‘SUPER 
WICKED’ 
 
Tipping point  
The metaphor of the ‘tipping point’, popularized by author Malcolm Gladwell 
spawned a vocabulary for the new millennium to describe the social 
phenomenon of epidemics. This phrase describes the point in which critical 
mass is achieved to reach a threshold to transition from one state to another, 
whether it relates to viruses, gossip or communication in retailing (Gladwell, 
2000). Words like ‘mavens’, ‘connectors’ and ‘stickiness factor’7 continue to be 
used in leadership forums and everyday conversation. In climatology, the term 
‘tipping point’ is used similarly in a less formal sense to refer to “a critical 
threshold at which a tiny perturbation can qualitatively alter the state or 
development of a system” (Lenton et al., 2008, 1786). However, the complexity 
of global climate change is non-linear and hence this calls into question simple 
notions of cause and effect. With such complexity in mind, heightened public 
awareness and increased political pressure led to the 2005 meeting of 36 
leading climate scientists at a workshop called the ‘Tipping Points in the Earth 
System’. It included 52 specialists from other disciplines, to formalise and 
define the term ‘tipping point’.  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Mavens are the trusted experts in a specific area of knowledge. They are changemakers 
through information and ideas. Connectors have large social networks to spread 
information and ideas. They are changemakers through people. Stickiness factor is how well 
something stays in the minds of an audience, consumer and/or viewer (e.g. the theme song 
from the movie Jaws, Nike’s Just do it, KFC’s Finger Lickin’ Good, etc.). It is context specific 
and often results opportunistically and unexpectedly.  
Figure 4- An aerial photograph of the MV Rena leaking oil and almost capsizing. The 
37,000 tonne container ship ran aground on the Astrolabe Reef in the Bay of Plenty in 
October 2011 causing the worst ecological maritime disaster in New Zealand history.  	  	  	  
12 
As a result of the ‘Tipping Points in the Earth System’ 
workshop, a more formal definition of ‘tipping elements’ was 
introduced to describe “subsystems of the Earth system that 
are at least sub-continental in scale and can be switched – 
under certain circumstances – into a qualitatively different 
state by small perturbations” (Lenton et al., 2008, 1786). This 
broader definition goes beyond direct relations between 
cause and effect to include margins for anthropocentric 
variables and non-climatic variables such as – slight variances 
rather than abrupt changes leading to qualitative impacts; 
and the problem of whether certain transitions are reversible 
or have gathered significant momentum to reach a point of 
no return. Scientists have identified several potential tipping 
points in the global climate system including the melting of 
the Arctic summer sea ice (~10 years, rapid, based on +0.5-
2˚C global warming), the melting of the West Antarctic ice 
sheet (>300 years, slow, based on +1-2˚C global warming) 
and the collapse of the circumpolar boreal forest ecosystem 
(~50 years, gradual, +3-4˚C), along with six other subsystems 
of the earth system as illustrated in Figure 5. (Lenton et al., 
2008, 1788). It is uncertain as to which potential tipping point 
in the climate system poses the greatest threat to humanity, 
but there is certainty that time is not on our side if wait to 
take action to cut greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. 
Figure 5 - Potential policy-relevant tipping elements in the climate system this century, 2014, illustrated map. The 
subsystems indicated could result in tipping point responses rising from anthropogenic climate forcings. Within this 
century, critical thresholds could be surpassed altering the future fate of the system for millennia. Illustration by Jen Rae.  
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Point of no return 
The extensive consensus and critically accepted reports from the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC, 2007, 2014) made it clear 
that human-induced climate change is happening. As Dr. Andrew Weaver, a 
lead author in each of the IPCC’s Second, Third and Fourth Scientific 
Assessment Reports (published in 1996, 2001 and 2007), states “scientists 
rarely use words like unequivocal, but when they do, they are absolutely 
certain” (2008, 35). While scientists assert beyond hesitation that global 
climate change is occurring, there is uncertainty between the ‘tipping point’ 
and the ‘point of no return’ for particular ecosystems and for the whole 
biosphere. The ‘point of no return’ is an extreme scenario where the damage is 
irreversible and beyond human intervention with the potential to branch off 
into other extreme trajectories. As the IPCC Fourth Assessment Report 
explains:  
Upon the crossing of a tipping point (bifurcation point), the 
evolution of the system is no longer controlled by the time scale 
of the forcing8, but rather determined by its internal dynamics, 
which can either be much faster than the forcing, or 
significantly slower (2007, 775).  	  
This means if there is a rapid acceleration in the depletion of Arctic sea ice, 
this could trigger a series of other catastrophic events including sea level rise, 
extreme weather events, changes in ocean temperatures, etc. In December 
2011, the International Energy Agency stated that the world has less than five 
years to act if we are to avoid triggering irreversible and catastrophic global 
warming. According to National Climatic Data Centre9, May 2014 marked the 
“351st consecutive month (more than 29 years) with global temperatures above 
the 20th century average” (2014). As predicted by the scientific community, we 
are starting to see significant changes in the earth’s biosphere. This is 
beginning to impact globally: from sea level rise compromising the livelihoods 
of millions in the South Pacific – to more extreme and frequent weather events 
on every continent, and to mass extinctions in species of flora and fauna 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 A forcing is a process that alters the energy balance of a system.  
9 The NCDC is the world’s largest climate data archive. They are responsible for 
monitoring, assessing, and providing public access to climate and weather data and 
information. Based in the USA, they have maintained records on global land and sea 
temperatures since 1880. Each month, the NCDC publishes ‘The State of the Climate’ - a 
collection of reports summarising climate-related occurrences in the USA and 
internationally. 
Figure 6 - Toppled Moai in front of Ahu Tongariki, Easter Island, 2009.  
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worldwide. While social and physical scientists continue to sound the alarm, 
we still do not have a legally binding global climate agreement to reduce 
greenhouse emissions despite the fact that there are technological innovations 
available to make the transition to carbon neutral economies.  
____  
Science has spoken. There is no ambiguity in the message. 
Leaders must act. Time is not on our side.  
- UN secretary general, Ban Ki-moon 
(at the release of the IPCC report Nov 2014) 
Artist Olafur Eliasson in collaboration with geologist Minik Rosing supports 
Ban Ki-Moon’s appeal with the artwork Ice Watch, which was revealed at 
Copenhagen City Hall Square on 26 October 2014. One hundred tonnes of 
arctic ice collected from a fjord outside of Nuuk, Greenland were arranged in a 
clock formation to coincide with events marking the finalisation of the IPCC’s 
Fifth Assessment Report, which provides the latest climate change knowledge 
and consequences. Eliasson and Rosing hoped that seeing the physicality of 
the ice melting would signal to leaders the need for urgent action before it is 
too late10. 
10 While Ice Watch was an ambitious undertaking, as an artwork it is didactic to the issue it 
addresses and therefore has limitations to its capacity to evoke significant change. Chapter 
four examines this issue in further detail.  
Figure 7 - Olafur Eliasson and Minik Rosing, Ice Watch, 26 October 2014, 
Copenhagen City Hall Square, 100 tonnes of arctic ice. 
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As we rest on the precipice of a global environmental tipping point, economic 
growth remains the mainstay of political discourse and is frequently a 
motivation for inaction to combat climate change. Even with critical 
information indicating the severity of post-tipping point scenarios and the 
potential for subsequent global conflict over finite resources, some nations 
choose to wager their bets on the potential risks and consequences of inaction 
(e.g. Australia and Canada). Others are investing in multilateral approaches 
and alliances to transition to sustainable and carbon-neutral economies (e.g. 
Northern European countries). Climate change presents unique 
transboundary challenges with numerous environmental, socio-political and 
economic implications that will affect both developed and developing nations 
to varying degrees. Therefore it is critical to establish a form of ecological 
global governance that  “transcend[s] the nexus of citizenship, democracy, 
territoriality, and sovereignty” (Eckersley, 2004, 247) before critical ecological 
thresholds are surpassed. 
____ 	  
 	  
Super wicked 
While experts and scientists have developed complex mathematical models to 
determine future trends and scenarios, there is no way to predict or measure 
within all certainty what the future will hold. For instance, the models predict 
that there will be stronger weather patterns in regions north of Australia, but 
they cannot predict that on June 24th, 2023, a category 5 cyclone will strike 
Papua New Guinea. This is because of the complexity of the diverse and ever 
changing contributing variables. The unpredictability of the precise effects of 
climate change exemplifies the term ‘wicked problem’ (Rittel and Webber, 
1973), to the extent that climate change is now known as a ‘super wicked 
Figure 8 - The swirling pool of debris known as the Great Pacific Garbage Patch is an example 
of a ‘wicked problem’. Located between the USA and Japan, there are two trash vortexes, each 
estimated to be larger than the state of Texas, metres thick and growing. They are filled with 
microplastics, chemical sludge, fishing nets and other consumer waste products that are 
wreaking havoc on international marine ecosystems. Yet, due to their locations in 
international waters and other global socio-economic issues, no nation will claim 
responsibility for their clean-up (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, 2014, 
National Geographic, 2015). 	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problem’. This notion of the ‘super wicked problem’, like the model of tipping 
points, once again calls into question entirely linear concepts of ‘cause and 
effect’ within fixed time scales and thresholds, and yet has potentially 
unilateral consequences. 
Used as a term in social planning, Rittel and Webber assigned the word 
‘wicked’ to difficult problems, with uncertain solvability due to contradictory, 
incomplete or shifting factors that often defy identification. The intricate 
interdependencies of wicked problems often reveal other problems or generate 
new problems in the attempt to solve one aspect of the initial problem. As 
such, Rittel and Webber identified ten features defining the ‘wicked problem’. 
This included factors such as problems without a ‘stopping rule’ (or a point in 
which the problem is solved) and a resistance to ‘trial and error’ learning 
opportunities, because every attempt to solve the problem invariably shifted 
the scope of the original problem. Hence, every wicked problem is potentially 
the symptom of another problem with little margin for failure for the planner, 
because inevitably, they are liable for the consequences of being ‘wrong’ 
(1973).  
As a policy term, ‘wicked problem’ seems to be fait accompli, until it is 
prefixed with the big ‘S’ super, and climate change becomes the focus. In 2007, 
the term ‘super wicked problem’ was introduced in social science research on 
climate change when the “applied forward reasoning” approach was proposed 
as an alternative method for decision-making and policy interventions on the 
‘problem’ of climate change (Levin et al., 2010, 4). Levin et al. expand Rittel 
and Webber’s list of features to include the following four: 
1. Time is running out – This feature exacerbates the
condition of the lack of time for ‘trial and error’, in Rittel
and Weber’s earlier definition, as with each year the
impact of climate change becomes more acute.
Conventional political processes for decision-making do
not have the reassurance of time and compromise.
2. No central authority – Climate change is a global
problem and there is no centralised governance to make
the critical decisions required. The tiers of governance
and economics across states and countries contribute to
the problem.
3. Those seeking to end the problem are also causing it –
The individuals and organisations advocating for
reductions in emissions are also contributing to the
problem of climate change through their everyday
activities, whether it is driving a car, eating meat or flying
to holiday destinations or conventions.
4. Hyperbolic discounting – This is the irrational,
psychological tendency for individuals to discount long- 
term impacts by focusing on ‘short term horizons’. This
form of reasoning justifies inertia in decision-making.
Levin et. al. give the analogy of the smoker who makes the
decision to light a cigarette, fully aware of the future
health risks, to satisfy immediate needs (2010, 6).
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Terms such as ‘tipping point’, ‘point of no return’ and ‘super wicked’ all have 
their use, but they also have their limitations as ‘policy speak’. Terms such as 
‘hyperbolic discounting’ are highly specific terms that exclusively speak to 
discrete audiences where only those with specialised knowledge can access 
their meaning. Similarly the specialised language of science has comparable 
limitations to reach diverse audiences. In thinking about climate change 
communication, policy jargon and to a certain degree science language 
obfuscates clear language and thus contributes to the third definition of the 
‘super wicked: ‘those seeking to end the problem are also causing it’. As a 
consequence, grave messages to mitigate and adapt to climate change impacts 
are often lost in jargon and hence fail to reach broad public audiences. ____	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Cultural formations in response to cl imate change 
I argue that cultural forms that convey meaning with rhetorical power are 
better placed to communicate the issue of climate change than policy and 
specialisation jargon. As Bill McKibben puts it, scientists and 
environmentalists have spent a great deal of time trying to communicate the 
gravity of the situation through bar graphs and pie charts. But he maintained 
that appeals to the imagination are now becoming more urgent, “until we’ve 
really understood at some gut level what kind of threat we’re facing…art gets 
at the gut” (Flood, 2011). 
Fiction, like art, has the imaginative power to unpack ‘policy speak’ terms such 
as ‘hyperbolic discounting’. 
“We could have saved ourselves, but we didn’t. It’s 
amazing…what state of mind were we in to face extinction and 
to simply shrug it off?” 
This is the opening line in the film The Age of Stupid (2009), a film with its sole 
protagonist played by Pete Postlewaite. He is an archivist or contemporary 
Noah, who sits alone in a monumental repository as the gatekeeper of 
humanity’s achievements in civilisation and knowledge. Surrounding him are 
specimens of every species, systemically stacked one on top of the other, 
perhaps modelled on the Svalbard Global Seed Vault (a.k.a. The Doomsday 
Vault), on the Norwegian island of Spitsbergen.
Figure 10 - Exterior of the Svalbard 
Globale frøhvelv/Svalbard Global Seed 
Vault, Norway. 
Figure 11 - Seed storage room inside the 
Svalbard Globale frøhvelv/Svalbard 
Global Seed Vault. 
Figure 9 - Promotional image for the film, The Age of Stupid, showing 
actor Pete Postlewaite at his archival computer 
IMAGE REMOVED DUE TO COPYRIGHT RESTRICTIONS 
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The year is 2055 and the world is in ruin. Sydney is ablaze, London is 
submerged, India is desolate and Las Vegas is consumed by the desert. The 
archivist refers back to various events warning us of the future such as 
Hurricane Katrina, the recession of the Mont Blanc glacier in France, and the 
contaminated Shell oil fields in Nigeria. He expresses disbelief, as humans 
collectively ignored the warning signs of mounting and impending 
catastrophes leading to ecological collapse and eventually to the end of the 
Anthropocene. Moments before the protagonist’s suicide (suggested by his 
exit), the archivist remarks that although other civilisations have collapsed 
before; the difference with our own era is that we did it knowingly 
(Armstrong, 2009). This is but one example of the various cultural formations 
able to encapsulate and dramatise the warnings of scientists and policy 
specialists, in ways that communicate their findings within the context of 
meaning on a human scale.  
 
Chapter two provides further examples and discussion on other cultural 
responses and modes of climate change communication. However, at this 
stage I will discuss the methodology of one of the ways I have responded to 
critical ecological issues with further discussion on the Anthropocene – 
including an examination of what led us to this critical environmental 
threshold and the potential consequences including collapse and extinction. 
 
	  
Figure 12 - Svalbard Globale frøhvelv/Svalbard Global Seed 
Vault, 2008, diagram. 
	  
IMAGE REMOVED DUE TO COPYRIGHT RESTRICTIONS   	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STUDIO-LED METHODOLOGY 
 
This practice-led research is conducted through two main forms of process-
based art production that are far from mutually exclusive. Each form is a 
response to environmental problems in a state of flux, however, one occurs in 
the private reflexivity of a studio environment and the other is collaborative in 
the public realm. Respectively, they both present unique challenges in the 
creation and production of the work, but also audience engagement in relation 
to the environmental issues the artworks address and with the final exhibition.  
 
However, the processes of unpacking these challenges informed the direction 
of other approaches and led to the creation of other artworks. In this next 
section, I will discuss the methodology of drawing as a mnemonic device in 
the creation of environmentally focused artworks for the gallery environment. 
In chapter three, I will return to methodology, to further discuss process-based 
public art and collaboration, and present some of the issues around the politics 
of engagement and reception in the creation of process-based environmental 
artworks.  	    
	  
Figure 13 – Drawing research for The Myth of Progress and The Bad Smell of Extinction, studio 
photograph. 
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Drawing As A Mnemonic Device: Exploring The Complexities Of 
Anthropogenic Climate Change 
 
Memory is a storyteller and, like storytellers, it imposes form on 
the raw mass of experience.  
- Tobias Wolff (2001) 
 
Scientific consensus has now confirmed that changes in the global climate in 
the 21st century will be come increasingly volatile and precarious, with 
numerous contributing factors and unknown repercussions from the local to 
the global. This volatility suggests that cultural responses must also contain 
elements of flexibility in order to adapt to these changing conditions. One way 
that I have responded to constant shifts and turns in global conditions is 
through studio-led research using drawing as mnemonic device. On a black 
paper, I articulate this perpetual responsiveness to intractable environmental 
issues as a means of creating interplay between comprehension of the realities 
and projections of the imaginary. This process-based response explores some 
of the complexities of a changing climate in specifically local sites, which 
nevertheless remain connected to broader processes of change at the global 
level.  
 
One of the central questions driving my research is how art can play a 
compelling role in communicating some of the complexities of anthropogenic 
climate change. This is challenging because it requires a consideration of local 
issues like water scarcity while also considering distant global impacts like the 
melting of the arctic ice sheets. There are numerous ways in which artists have 
responded to environmental issues, which I will discuss more 
comprehensively in chapter four. However, one of the primary ways I which 
my research might be distinguished from this broader field is through the use 
of drawing as a mnemonic device to unpack some of the complexities between 
local problems such as the impact of unrestricted livestock grazing on 
biodiversity and water conservation and global issues such as how the myth of 
progress contributes to unsustainable urban growth.  
 
A mnemonic device is simply a learning technique 
or means of visually organising, combining and 
storing information in the memory for retention 
and retrieval. Before the printing press and portable 
disposable paper, oral tradition relied heavily on 
the art of rhetoric and memory to captivate 
audiences and share the histories of land, gods and 
man. In classic antiquity, ‘Mnemonics’ or ‘The Art 
of Memory’ was acknowledged as a method that 
enriched the orator’s eloquence, and said to be an 
invention of the 5th century B.C. poet Simonides of 
Ceos. After the collapse of a building where he had just given a speech and 
narrowly escaped, authorities employed Simonides to assist in the 
identification of bodies for relatives. Using the principles of the art of memory 
Figure 14 - Simonides of Ceos 
fleeing the building before 
collapse, n.d. illustration. 
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which he developed11, Simonides was able to recall where each of the party 
guests were seated in relation to his speaker’s podium.  
   
Orators learned rhetorical techniques such as irony, metaphor and metonymy 
to convey meaning and to persuade, entertain or motivate their audiences. The 
necessity for the orator to store complex narratives, arguments and 
information was imperative in order to deliver from memory long speeches 
with precise accuracy. During the Renaissance12, ‘the art of memory’ became 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 Eighteenth century Italian philosopher, Giambattista Vico believed the art of memory 
was more than a technique invented by Simonides. To Vico, the classical rhetoricians (a.k.a. 
the masters of rhetoric) “were only restating the principles of an art that was intuitively 
understood by primitive peoples since the dawn of civilization” (Hutton, 1987). He asserted 
the nature of memory lies between the poetic language of correspondence between image 
and idea, metaphor and mimesis, which oral cultures such as the First Australians embody 
in their cave drawings, storytelling, songs and dance. Richly expressive, full of wonder and 
connected with their environments, Vico believed oral cultures possessed robust memories 
because of the succinct and inseparable links they made between images and ideas in their 
understanding of the world. Mnemonics toVico, are “no more than a refinement of the 
poetic logic of memory, grounded in the primordial structures of poetic expression” (1987). 
Drawing in its simplicity, as seen in the Quinkan rock art drawings, seems to be a very 
elemental and inherently human process of comprehending one’s environment and 
deriving meaning. 
 
12 Philosophers of the Renaissances revived the art of memory by constructing imaginary 
memory palaces/theatres to illustrate their intricate ideas about the cosmos. This consisted 
of an arrangement of places and images personalized and embedded in the mnemonist’s 
mind to ensure they wouldn’t be forgotten. The architecture of the place – the loci (such as a 
theatre or palace) had an intuitive familiarity to the mnemonist, so the same palace/theatre 
set could be repeatedly used to remember raw material. Vivid pictorial imagery was chosen 
for the aesthetic appeal and meaningfulness to the mnemonist. Images were often related to 
the material being remembered. For example, an apple might symbolise red, round or the 
original sin depending on the context of the oration. In the delivery of the speech, the 
mnemonist would recall the loci in their ‘mind’s eye’ and images ‘placed’ within each of the 
‘rooms’. Navigating through the conceptual space, they would retrieve the material 
systematically as required. 
enmeshed with metaphysical thought. However, as Yates maintains, despite 
it’s transformation and usages, the techniques of mnemonics 
(mnemotechnics) remain essentially the same (2011, 145, 151). Such 
techniques include association, imagination and location in an organised and 
personalised structure determined by the mnemonist.  
 
The art of memory, however, is less revered in contemporary culture than it 
has been historically. While it is a practical skill, it is no longer essential in 
today’s print and digital culture. The collective memory of our civilisation is 
stored in printed archives in libraries across the world, and more recently 
replaced by digital records that accelerate storage, retrieval and accessibility. 
Consequently, interest in mnemotechnics, is now largely limited to those with 
intellectual curiosity, to students and educators for testing purposes, or to 
those with reason to be concerned with memory loss.  
 
For me, mnemotechnics are a two-fold mechanism to navigate and 
comprehend complex and often abstract concepts about the current 
environmental condition. The first results in a visualisation or animation of 
this train of thought on paper and the second, is how the imbued metaphors in 
the drawing act as personal triggers for the retrieval of information. It is a 
conceptual process that involves interplay between imagination and memory, 
retrieval and recognition, perspective and loci, complexity and uncertainty. 	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The act of drawing is a form of perpetual responsiveness, creating a tangible 
bridge between the unknown and the everyday, and making visible what may 
be latent in the realm of the imagination. It is a process-based approach to 
drawing that moves between observation and synthesising data, which 
involves studying the visible realm of the present through to referencing the 
past and processes of retrieved memory, with a view of projecting these 
reflections into the future through processes of the imagination.  
 
A case in point demonstrating this drawing method, are the drawings from the 
Invisible Keystones series. These artworks are a response to my concern about 
keystone species loss. Keystone species play a critical role in maintaining 
healthy ecosystems. Their removal or extinction from an ecosystem can lead to 
drastic and often irreversible consequences. The introduction of other species 
can also radically disrupt or stress ecosystems, causing a collapse. Some well-
known keystone species include polar bears, wolves, beavers, cassowaries, 
acorn banksias, bees, plankton and even topsoil. The drawing is initiated 
through research and sketches using basic tools: white coloured pencils, black 
paper and an electric eraser. The sketches and research notes only inform the 
composition. As the drawing develops, elements in the drawing are symbolic 
of what I am trying to remember and will later be cues for retrieval. It is in this 
space where the interplay between memory and reflection of data occurs. For 
example, in the Invisible Keystones – sea otter drawing (Fig. 15), the life vest 
represents the socialisation patterns for this species, as sea otters hold hands 
with one another while floating on their backs to avoid drifting apart. The sea 
Figure 15 - Invisible Keystones - sea otter, 2013, pencil crayon on black paper, 
297mm x 210mm. 
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urchin in the pocket is a cue reminding me that sea otters control sea urchin 
populations in many of the world’s oceans. Controlling sea urchin populations 
is integral to preserving kelp forests as kelp beds protect coastlines and 
sequester carbon as effectively as rainforests.  
 
In the drawing, Invisible Keystones – beaver (Fig. 18), the goggles and 
respirator attached to the invisible beaver signify what I recall of the impact of 
pollution on beaver habitats (e.g. acidification of fresh water). The flying 
sperm-like forms refer to the question of how the ecological degradation of 
wetland and river habitats affects reproduction rates in this keystone species.  
In these drawings, the man-made contraptions form the shape of the invisible 
keystone species, whereas the actual depiction of the species remains invisible. 
Whilst I am attempting to convey a sense of unease with these images, I am 
also questioning what it is that makes us blind to our anthropogenic impact on 
such species, and more generally on ecological biodiversity. These works also 
aim to illustrate the dilemma of the wicked problem I referred to earlier in the 
chapter. We might feel empathetically towards ‘appealing’ creatures, especially 
to those subjectively ‘cuter’ mammals; me may donate money to conservation 
groups; or take our children to aquariums, whilst we continue to damage their 
habitats through our consumption of pesticides, detergents and other harmful 
pollutants that find their way into our shared water supplies. The intricate 
interdependencies of the issues affecting keystone species make them a 
complex and contentious problem for research.  
	  
Figure 16 - Research notes for the drawing Invisible keystones - sea otter. 
Figure 17 - Sea otter feasting on sea urchins at the Vancouver Aquarium. 
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While many of these issues are well known facts, my research process brings 
another dimension to understanding. In preparation for a drawing, as evident 
in the research notes (Figures 16 and 19), I amass a broad range of 
information sourced from statistical records, biological classification 
references, photographs, site visits, videos and illustrations. Whilst collecting 
the data, I am thinking of imagery and form that can metaphorically represent 
some of this information in ways that are suggestive and imaginative rather 
than didactic. Therefore the drawings are visual compilations of this 
synthesised data along with my memories enmeshed in the process of 
collection, analysis and memory retention and retrieval. They become nascent 
pictorial images imbued with the poetic imaginary. The information concealed 
and revealed in the drawings transcends conventional modes of representing 
information (e.g. graphs, charts, maps, etc.) about these species and the 
complexities impacting their survival.  
 
There are no ready-made solutions in art process-based work, like there are 
not any ready-made solutions to reversing the ecological degradation that 
brought us here in the first place. Since my aim is to work through metaphor 
as an effective mode of communication, it is important to draw a distinction 
between the processes of production and reception with these drawings. Using 
drawing as mnemonic device in the production of the drawings is an intimate 
experience that fluctuates between the conceptual and the metaphorical as I 
attempt to convey complex information through visual representation. At the 
level of reception, this personal mnemonic process of production need not 
Figure 18 - Invisible Keystones - beaver, 2013, pencil crayon on black paper, 210mm x 297mm. 
Figure 19 - Research notes for the drawing Invisible keystones – beaver. 	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detract from the experience of viewing and interpreting the drawings. By using 
drawing as a mnemonic device to organise the information into an image, I 
aim to offer the viewer a poetic visual representation that deconstructs some of 
the complexities, in order to convey both cognitive and affective meaning.  
 
The Insignificant/Magnificent drawings further explore in image making 
through mnemonic devices. They capture moments of birth and death in the 
lives of vulnerable, threatened and endangered Australian species – including, 
but not limited to, river swamp wallaby grass, Leadbeater’s Possums, acorn 
banksias, Lord Howe Island stick insects, grey-headed flying foxes and rock 
wallabies. Numerous anthropogenic factors are contributing to species loss in 
Australia – due to degraded habitats from deforestation, bush fires, introduced 
species and parasites, pollutants, etc. The birth and death of these species are 
magnificent, but lost, seemingly insignificant in the daily operations of human 
activity. The drawings are not didactic representations of the species. Instead, 
moments of capture, death, hatching and blossoming are suggested in certain 
elements of the drawing inspired by my own experiences, research and 
comprehension processes and then recalled through memory and metaphor. 
The titles of the works invite further interpretation. For instance, 86% are 
caught at the top (Fig. 20) and Invisible barbs suspend night flight (Fig. 23) are 
montages of Australian nocturnal animals killed due to livestock fencing (see 
Figure 21).  
 
Figure 20 - 86% are caught at the top, 2011/12, pencil crayon on 
black paper, 170cm x 100cm. From the 
Insignificant/Magnificent series. 
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In my research for The Riparian Project, which will be discussed later, I 
learned about the hazards of barbed wire fencing to indigenous Australian 
animals. This standard fencing material in agriculture to fence ‘in’ and fence 
‘out’ livestock kills thousands of Australian animals every year – many of 
which are threatened or endangered. In 2013, I visited the Tolga Bat Hospital 
in the Atherton Tablelands of Queensland (see Figure 22) to see first hand the 
damage fencing causes to flying foxes. The Tolga Bat Hospital rescues over a 
hundred flying foxes annually, while hundreds more perish from heatstroke or 
injury, trapped and entangled in barbed wire. The irony is that one of reasons 
for fencing livestock from rivers and revegetation areas is to protect 
biodiversity. Yet, as explained at the Tolga Bat Hospital, when the bats come to 
assist with seed dispersal, they are caught in barbed wire fencing – 86% of 
those rescued are caught in the top wire. Wallabies, kangaroos, native birds 
also suffer similar fates with agricultural fencing.  
 
The drawing, Invisible barbs suspend night flights (Figures 23 and 24) depicts 
two water birds in their death pose, suspended and decomposing, with hungry, 
flying insect-like creatures circulating. The work explores the aftermath of 
death - grief. The ambiguous biomorphic form suggests an uncertainty or 
unfamiliarity, even a sense of absurdity. This contrasts the cruel reality of what 
these birds experience in their final hours.  	    
Figure 21 - Indigenous wildlife caught in livestock fencing, 2013, photographs. 
Top row (L to R): tangled bat (unknown photographer) and detail. Middle 
row (L to R): koala (courtesy of Peter Black) and the remains of a mahogany 
glider (courtesy of Daryl Dickson). Bottom row (L to R): ibis (courtesy of 
Ashleigh Johnson) and pademelon (courtesy of Andy Mason). 
Figure 22 - The Tolga Bat Hospital, Atherton, Queensland. They work to rescue, 
rehabilitate and release injured bats and for the conservation of their habitats. 
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Figure 23 - Invisible barbs suspend night flights, 2011/12, 
pencil crayon on black paper, 170cm x 100cm. From the 
Insignificant/Magnificent series.  
Figure 24 - Invisible barbs suspend night flights (details).	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Conservation efforts to save vulnerable, threatened and/or endangered species from extinction is an 
arduous task. As global warming increases, biodiversity is further threatened worldwide, placing a 
great deal of onus on zoos and other conservation groups. Many species are at a tipping point, or on 
the verge of extinction, such as the Leadbeater’s Possum. Research and captive breeding programs 
help creatures like the Leadbeater’s Possum, but there are increasing challenges arising due to climate 
change, habitat destruction and other anthropogenic forcings.  
 
The drawing, Death fuels survival fears (Figures 27 and 27), attempts to address how Victoria’s 
Leadbeater’s Possum has been made vulnerable through the impact of agriculture, forestry and 
pollution, which has diminished this marsupial population to less than one hundred. The small 
remaining colonies are located close to the Yea River, where the major project of my PhD research 
took place. Along with the Leadbeater’s Possum, numerous other flora and fauna risk similar fate, 
some of which are referenced in the drawing. There is also a reference to the Acorn Banksia, an 
Australian keystone species that ‘grows through’ the Leadbeater’s Possum in the drawing. Although 
not indigenous to Victoria, I use the Acorn Banksia as a symbol of resilience and hope.  
 
Melbourne Zoo and Healesville Sanctuary have active breeding programs, but due to mitigating 
environmental circumstances affecting the Leadbeater’s Possum’s habitat, they are having limited 
success reintroducing bred captives back into the wild. The drawing tries to capture the sense of 
nascence contrasted with a sense of foreboding. The Leadbeater’s Possum’s survival is contingent 
upon the intervention and expertise of humans…the same species responsible for their decline. The 
death of one in the wild or in captivity fuels the fear of survival for all. Time is running out, 
exacerbating the reality that this species will inevitably be lost forever. 
 
Figure 25 - The endangered Leadbeater's Possum, official faunal 
emblem of Victoria. 
Figure 26 - A logging coupe near Toolangi, Victoria. This is one of 
the last remaining habitats for the Leadbeater's Possum. In the past 
decade, numerous campaigns and blockades have attempted to halt 
clearfell logging in the area, but with limited success. 
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 Figure 27 - Death fuels survival fears, 2014, pencil 
crayon on black paper, 170cm x 100cm. From the 
Insignificant/Magnificent series. 
Figure 28 – Death fuels survival fears (details). 
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One species thought to have been lost forever, is the Lord Howe Island stick insect13, only to 
be discovered in 2001 (a phenomenon known as the Lazarus Effect). Often referred to as 
‘the rarest insect in the world’, the Lord Howe Island stick insect was believed to be extinct 
for over 80 years, after the accidental introduction of European black rats decimated their 
populations in the early 20th century. In 2001, a tiny population of 24-40 insects was 
discovered in a single melaleuca bush on Ball’s Pyramid14. Within a decade, Melbourne Zoo 
successfully established a breeding population of over a thousand with hundreds of 
thousands of eggs. The goal is to re-establish the populations in their native habitat on Lord 
Howe Island once the colonies of black rats are eradicated. The drawing Birth of the Lord 
Howe Island Stick Insect to the sound of music (Figure 30), was inspired by a video created 
by Melbourne Zoo keeper Rohan Cleave, capturing for the first time a hatching of a Lord 
Howe Island stick insect (Figure 29). After witnessing the video and conducting further 
research, I reflected upon other species made extinct due to human activities such as the 
thylacine, dodo bird, passenger pigeons and the New Zealand moa, along with some other 
critically endangered species in Australia and Canada. This drawing attempts to capture 
both the intimacy and the environmental significance of this moment in the life of this 
specific creature and how it metaphorically references the threat of survival for many 
species. While this species was resurrected from the point of no return, many others will be 
lost forever. Elements in the drawing also suggest human intervention, while the mirror 
proposes a deeper reflection of the circumstances converging to realise this moment in both 
the human and non-human worlds. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Also known as land lobsters. 
14 Ball’s Pyramid is the world’s largest volcanic sea stack located 23km southeast of Lord Howe Island. 
	  
Figure 29 - Video 
still of the Lord 
Howe Stick Island 
Insect hatching in 
captivity at the 
Melbourne Zoo. 
Figure 30 - Birth of the Lord Howe Island Stick Insect to the sound of music, 
2012, pencil crayon on black paper, 85cm x 90cm.  From the 
Insignificant/Magnificent series. 
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Lastly, the tondi series of drawings on board, Perils of the Hare Condition are 
snapshot illustrations of hares caught in precarious situations as the result of 
their own undoing15. In these drawings, the hare is a metaphoric 
representation of the human. The European brown hare was introduced to 
Australia in the 1830’s for hunting purposes and is now considered an invasive 
species and detrimental to the Australian ecosystem. As it is an opportunistic 
feeder (grazing predominantly on young trees, plants and agricultural crops), 
under certain conditions the hare can also be an even greater menace due to 
overpopulation combined with its eating habits.  
 
Throughout history the hare along with its cousin the rabbit (both mammals 
of the Lagomorpha taxonomic order) were common symbols in ancient 
cultural myths and religions, most commonly associated with moon deities 
and feminine power, fertility, luck and sexual desire. In 17th century Europe, 
the hare and rabbit became common motifs in art in still life paintings as in 
Figure 31, where it was often depicted as a hunting trophy along with other 
dead game. These works often portrayed an aristocratic image of country life, 
rather than any association to the value of the animal for its meat and fur.
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 Inspired by the quote “Humans are the best architects of their own undoing. All you have 
to do is give them enough rope…they’ll hang themselves” – as quoted by the fictional 
character Gordon Godfrey in the American television series Smallville, season 10, episode 3.  
 
Figure 31 - Adriaen van Utrecht (1599-1652), Still Life: Game, Vegetables, Fruit, Cockatoo, 1650, oil on 
canvas, 1168 mm x 2491mm. 
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In the drawings, The Perils of the Hare 
Condition (Figure 32), I explore 
paradoxical conditions of human 
judgment as it relates to the current 
environmental condition and the 
circumstances that brought us here in 
the first place. For instance, curiosity is 
an attribute that assists the hare to find 
new food sources. But the hare also 
suffers from the unforeseen consequences of this quality, as when it is drawn 
into a trap set by a hunter. As I will discuss further in the following section, 
there are certain attributes central to the human condition, such as curiosity, 
that are a driving force to progress and development, but which in some 
instances are not always in our best interest. An example is our achievements 
in obstetrics and paediatric medicine, which has drastically reduced infant 
mortality rates worldwide and improved live birth success rates in women. At 
the same time, medical progress along with other contributing factors has 
created unsustainable population growth – a main contributor to climate 
change impacts.  
 
If we consider the previous drawings more as case studies of my research 
process, then the drawings The Myth of Progress and The Bad Smell of 
Extinction can be regarded works more central to the argument that links 
instances of locality with some of the more contentious global issues related to 
anthropogenic climate change. The next section discusses the Anthropocene 
and some of the undermining anthropogenic activities that have contributed 
to this super wicked problem. 
Figure 32 - Tondi drawings from The Perils of the Hare Condition series, 2013 - ongoing, pencil crayon on board, 14cm diameter. 
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In the name of Progress  – Defining the Anthropocene 
 
The kind of culture we inherited from our fathers and 
grandfathers is beginning to challenge our ability to survive on 
this planet. 
- Ervin Laszlo (1996) 
 
If we wind back time when significant increases in the levels of greenhouse 
gases first appeared in the polar icecaps, an intertwined story of human 
progress emerges – one that is now widely referred to as the Anthropocene.  
 
The term the ‘Anthropocene’, popularized by atmospheric chemist Paul 
Crutzen is an informal definition, used and adopted to denote a current 
interval of time, one dominated by human activity (Zalasiewicz et al., 2010, 
2228). In 2008, the Stratigraphy Commission of the Geological Society of 
London decided that the term had merit and hence the Anthropocene Working 
Group was established to determine the viability including the term 
Anthropocene on the Geological Time Scale. This was not an easy task and 
meant that the Anthropocene would be differentiated by the Holocene and 
added in succession to the Pleistocene, Cretaceous and others on the official 
Geological Time Scale. For this to be established required a great deal of 
consensus, debate and research, not to mention a ½ million year variance or 
“fuzziness” in the dating (2010). And for the working group, the first barrier 
lay in determining a chronological starting point.  
The Geological Time Scale 
is a chronological 
measurement of the 
fundamental units of Earth’s 
4.57 billion year history. It is 
used by earth scientists, 
palaeontologists and 
geologists to name, define 
and arrange the timing and 
relationships between major 
events such as mass 
extinctions or ice ages by 
using technologies such as the radiometric dating of rocks and marine fossils. 
All of the previous eras, periods, ages and epochs have been defined within 
objective geological terms, but the Anthropocene is different, as we are living 
within it and in geological and chronological terms it is very brief. Not 
everyone agrees with the definition of the Anthropocene. While it continues to 
be highly debated in the humanities, social and natural sciences for a variety of 
reasons16, the Greek concept of time kairos time may be a better way of 
understanding the Anthropocene. In classical rhetoric, kairos was be viewed as 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 Some issues included: the impact on natural and geological history versus the older 
concept of division between natural and human history; variances in the timeline between 
when humans first appeared and human activity post-Industrialisation; debates on whether 
humans are a geological force; and contributing influences of patriarchy and/or capitalism 
(Solli et. al, 2011, Chakrabarty, 2009) 
Figure 33 - Geological time scale, 2008. 	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‘seizing the moment’, a situation where the conditions were ideal (temporally 
and spatially) to unleash a pervasive argument or present a climactic 
provocation. This measure of time, qualitative and subjective in nature, is 
about opportunity and chance, “a passing instant when an opening appears 
which must be driven through with force if success is to be achieved” (Sipiora 
and Baumlin, 2002, 18). If we consider the Anthropocene as an opening of 
kairos in Earth’s history, we also need to consider the notion of human 
progress as the driving force of our epoch. 
 
‘Progress’ from the Latin progressus means ‘an advance’. It is a difficult word to 
define in contemporary times, as was evident in how the experts in the BBC’s 
documentary Surviving Progress (2012) struggled to find a precise definition, 
whether or not it is prefixed with ‘moral’, ‘social’, ‘economic’, ‘material’, etc. 
Raymond Williams argued that such a complex word as ‘progress’ has a 
significantly complicated history of usage and meaning, but as a general idea it 
has been closely associated with key words such as ‘civilisation’ and 
‘improvement’ (1976, 206). Without being explicit in their attempts to define 
progress in the BBC documentary, the expert consensus is that the concept of 
progress is definitely anthropocentric. 
 
Behavioural scientist Daniel Povinelli, for example, explains that a 
rudimentary difference between chimpanzees and humans is that humans ask 
‘why’. We are “constantly probing for unobservable x phenomenon to explain 
the observable” (Roy and Crooks, 2012), and this is what has propelled us in 
industry, science, medicine and 
technology. While primates and 
other non-human animals have been 
observed using technology in an 
instrumentalist way, with the ability 
to predict outcomes with usable 
results, the level of causality is 
elementary. For instance, staff at 
Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund recently 
observed several young gorillas in Rwanda deactivate poacher snares. Without 
human intervention, the gorillas were able to destroy potentially lethal snares 
demonstrating “impressive cognitive skill[s]” according to field staff (The 
Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund International, 2012). It is unknown how the 
Rwandan gorillas learned these skills in the first place, but they did replicate 
the task four times. This suggests a form of progress in knowledge17. According 
to Povinelli’s research, if the design of the snares were slightly altered, it is 
unlikely the gorillas would be able to repeat the task a fifth time. They 
understand the causality of what is supposed to happen, but lack the cognitive 
ability to ask ‘why’ it wouldn’t work the fifth time.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Charles Darwin also discusses the ability of higher animals to use technology in an 
instrumentalist way and their ability to progress their knowledge. This is often achieved 
through imitation and reason often initiated by observation, curiosity, fear, wonder, 
pleasure and/or pain. Darwin argues that humans possess undeniably greater abilities for 
more rapid improvement than any other non-human animal mainly due to our spoken 
language and handling of acquired knowledge (2011, 52).  
Figure 34 - Wild gorillas Rwema and Dukore 
destroy a snare in Rwanda, 2012. 
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A human being, on the other hand, would try to discern what unobservable 
thing was preventing the desired result and would continue to question until a 
comparable result is achieved. It is this questioning that has led us humans 
into the outreaches of the cosmos, into the depths of the sea and into the 
microscopic recesses of the human body. Yet, with the problem of climate 
change, one could argue that this almost obsessive questioning is as much our 
curse as it our blessing, especially in light of ever-increasing social complexity, 
globalisation and exponential growth.  
 
The idea of human progress as explained in 1920 by J.B. Bury, “involves a 
synthesis of the past and a prophecy of the future…based on an interpretation 
of history which regards men as slowly advancing—pedetemtim 
progredientes—in a definite and desirable direction, and suggests that this 
progress will continue indefinitely”(2010, introduction). He contends that 
belief in this idea is a psycho-social precondition of the human and requires 
confidence that the outcomes of human agency will be desirable, to the extent 
that the idea of progress justifies the whole process of civilisation (Bury, 1932). 
Evident in the simple tasks of everyday life, humans are constantly projecting 
themselves in the future (Morgan, 1999). For instance, a man who chops a pile 
wood is projecting that into the near future he will be building a fire; people 
make plans to secure a good job, to own a home, raise a family and so on. 
Hence, it could be proposed that most of us desire what we anticipate and 
imagine for our future. Moreover, in contemporary society we also derive 
meaning and justify our purpose from the everyday tasks conducive to our 
design for the good life and in acquiring the commodities conducive to the 
feeling of security in our material wellbeing.  
 
An acceleration of this perspective on progress was coeval with the rise of the 
individual in the west. Further to expansive new heliocentric theories of the 
cosmos and the subsequent development of the scientific revolution, people 
began to further focus on the human as the nucleus of life, using reason, 
experimentation and truth seeking as their motivation. This new human-
centeredness thinking made way for many opportunities that helped drive the 
engines of progress and the capitalist economy. In the cumulative processes 
behind the scientific and industrial revolution (including the instrumentalist 
view of science and technology, the decline in the theocentric view of the 
world and subsequent secularisation of society), anthropocentrism prevailed 
and remains deeply ingrained in the human psyche. World religions have 
further embedded this anthropocentric doctrine in their creation stories, and 
to a large extent the idea that humans are atop the hierarchical order of all 
species remains a strongly held and largely unquestioned perspective. To this 
degree in some sense, The Age of Enlightenment made way for The Age of 
Entitlement.  
 
Plumwood argues that the master model of “exclusion and domination of the 
sphere of nature by a white, largely male elite” is a rationality of Western 
culture impotent to concede a dependency on nature, one in which it as 
defined as ‘inferior others’” (2003, 23). It is this “privileged domain of the 
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master” that regards human identity ‘outside’ of nature, “treat[ing] the 
human/nature relation as a dualism” which has led us to this environmental 
crisis (2003, 2). Whether or not the capacity for progress and the urge to 
conquer until a point of collapse as an unavoidably inherent attribute is 
arguably a vast issue beyond the scope of this current discussion, though it is 
one which I will return briefly later in this chapter.  
____ 
 
Prior to modernity, myths and religion helped us to distil knowledge and 
make sense of the world. They were the cultural building blocks through 
which we learnt how to respond to one another, to our surroundings and how 
to behave and to derive collective meaning. Our complex language with its 
specific cultural and technological histories and narratives, differentiate us 
from primates and other sentient beings. Myths engage our imagination, while 
also reinforcing our anthropocentrism. When we are at a point of extremity 
(such as facing extinction or death), myths have an internal resonance that 
help us deal with our deepest fears in times of despair.  
 
While traditional myths were integral to historical cultures, they were 
discredited during the scientific revolution (Armstrong, 2005a). The shift from 
myth to reason became embedded in the human psyche as progress in 
technology, science and written language provided further evidence and took 
precedence as the absolute manifestation of human supremacy over all other 
beings. The long held belief in human supremacy is a cultural myth of the 
Figure 35 - Research notes for The Myth of Progress. 
Figure 36 - Sketch for The Myth of Progress. 
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Anthropocene, predominantly in western thinking, and more so since the Age 
of Enlightenment (Plumwood, 2003, 4).  
 
The drawing The Myth of Progress (Fig. 44) 
pulls from this historical understanding of 
myths as a way of making sense of our post-
Industrial progression as a means of 
comprehending some of the associated 
complexities. It explores the paradox of 
progress through an anthropocentric lens by 
juxtaposing human ‘achievements’ resting precariously on the backs of non-
human species. In the drawing, there are references to some of our collective 
achievements in transportation, architecture and agriculture contrasted with 
suggestions of excess, exploitation and pollution. Sheep are also significant 
symbols in mythology (e.g. The Golden Fleece) and religion (e.g. Agnus Dei, 
wolf in sheep’s clothing, sacrificial lamb, etc.), but also in Australian history 
and vernacular (e.g. ‘riding on the sheep’s back, jumbuck, dag, etc.). Here the 
sheep are blindfolded and unconscious piled upon one another (like timber) 
on their way to slaughter – nothing more that raw material (e.g. milk, wool 
and meat) for human production and consumption. Live export trade and 
industrial feedlots now exist now satiate a massive and growing global 
population – a by-product of ‘progress’ in animal husbandry resulting from 
the modern agricultural revolution. The raven is the wise seer that sits atop the 
chaos of warnings ignored by the children of the Enlightenment. 
European modernity, or the “modes of social life or organisation which 
emerged in Europe from the 17th century onwards and [became] more or less 
worldwide in their influence” led to a great universal confusion (Giddens, 
1990, 1). To a large extent, many of us are caught up in a world that we don’t 
understand and fundamentally in many ways beyond our control (1990, 2). In 
particular, we lack the knowledge of history necessary to comprehend the 
expansiveness of our cultural evolution under modernity’s influence. One of 
the cornerstones of modernity is the way tradition represents a contrast to 
most spheres of modern culture (Giddens, 1990, 36). While most traditional 
civilisations have dealt with dramatic change in the course of their history, 
what makes modernity different from traditional social orders is the pace of 
the change (technological), the scope of the change (globalisation) and the 
nature of modern institutions (political and socio-economic) (1990, 6). The 
historically unprecedented socio-cultural change since the demise of the 
medieval world has yielded extraordinary achievements in technological and 
scientific discoveries, but at the same time it has brought us to an 
environmental tipping point. Almost all of our basic human needs are now 
caught up the complex networks of contemporary modernity to the extent that 
many of us have lost basic skills and knowledge to feed ourselves. In the 
Western world, our reliance on convenience, supply chains and industrious 
production processes has superseded our understanding of localised seasonal 
harvests or sustainable permaculture.  
 
Figure 37 – Sketch (detail) for The 
Myth of Progress. 
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By the 19th century, innovation, production and expansion developed in 
Europe on an unprecedented scale, leading to substantial socio-economic and 
technological growth. With Britain as the epicentre, agricultural revolution 
fuelled industrial revolution, with environmental consequences that we are 
only now beginning to grasp. The modern agricultural revolution itself was 
based on a series of parliamentary Enclosure Acts18 in early modernity that 
fundamentally shifted the ways people thought about land use. Peasant 
farming was replaced with greater efficiency for the expansion of profit and 
empire, and the demise of access to the commons for localized farming. This 
resulted in a mass exodus from the countryside into cities, which in turn 
necessitated greater agricultural efficiency in providing for new urban 
populations. Advancements in manufacturing, agriculture and transportation 
constituted a monumental shift away from traditional relationships with the 
land, prompting further population growth and urbanisation. Gradually, a 
new urban middle class emerged with increased leisure time and a budding 
hunger to consume the products of mass production, thus resulting in a 
greater than ever disconnection from the land. This system was then 
reproduced through the process of colonisation, further stripping the global 
landscape and displacing millions of people from rural areas to industrial 
centres. Along with our detachment from the land and natural lifecycles, 
Heidegger contends that city dwellers lose their individuality by being forced 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 The Enclosure Acts (or Inclosure Acts) were a series of UK acts where open fields and 
common land traditionally farmed in an open field system were enclosed or fenced, 
redistributing the land for larger farming practices. As a result of these acts, small farmers 
lost land rights and access to natural resources (i.e. water). 
to conform to mass behaviour or oppressive cultural rules. As a result, 
increased anxiety leads city dwellers into live what he calls “inauthentic lives” 
(Heidegger, 1962, 235).  
 
All across the western world, a range of early modern inventions were adapted 
to improve mobility (the steam engine, the submarine, the bicycle, the hot air 
balloon and the steamboat); to leverage productivity (the cotton gin, the 
Fourdinier Machine for paper making, the flying shuttle, the seed drill and 
decimal currency); to please the senses (the piano, lithography and carbonated 
soft drinks); along with vaccinations to preserve life and inventions to execute 
with exacting precision (the guillotine). Coinciding with all of these 
advancements in the western world, growing concentrations of carbon dioxide 
and methane in the air were being pocketed in the polar icecaps as a result 
(Crutzen, 2002). Whilst the power of steam and the seemingly endless 
possibilities of fossil fuels revolutionised the conditions and aspirations of 
contemporary life, they also produced unforeseen environmental 
consequences that triggered the beginning of global ecological imbalances, 
such as rapid unsustainable population growth (see Fig. 38). Transforming 
natural resources into dirty energy may have propelled human, social and 
material progress, but at the same time it “brought home to the mind of the 
average man the conception of an indefinite increase of man’s power over 
nature as his brain penetrated her secrets…and has been a mainstay of the 
general belief in Progress” (Bury, 1932, 324)
	  40 Figure 38 - Population growth in relation to progress in the transportation industry, from 1700-2050.	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Contemporary Western culture 
has been caught up in the idea of 
‘technological improvement’ as a 
measure of human progress, 
because of its demonstrated 
results (Wright, 2004, 3). Hence, 
when harvesting trees, a saw is 
more efficient than an axe; a 
chainsaw is faster than the saw; and a feller buncher19 yields more than all 
combined. These technological improvements yield economic benefits and 
thus become intertwined with social relations, with both beneficial and 
limiting results, as explained by Marx and Engels’ concept of ‘relations of 
production’. Marx describes how people involuntarily enter into a sum of 
relationships as a necessity for survival, to produce and to reproduce as a way 
of life. For this reason, social progress is enmeshed in the progress of material 
production (1977, preface). In relation to tree harvesting, technological 
advancements fuel the timber economy, which leads to the movement of 
people for work and subsistence. From here, the creation of communities and 
the development of other industries such as agriculture, housing, 
transportation, etc. emerge. It is this set of relations in their totality that forms 
a foundation to build a ‘complex superstructure’ which includes law, politics, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 The quintessential tool of forestry progress – one that has singlehandedly modernised the 
logging industry by its capacity to fall and bunch up to 200 trees per hour thus replacing the 
human labour of 10-15 lumberjacks (Rummer and Erwin, 2009). 
philosophy, religion, the 
arts, etc. (Marx, 1977, 
preface). This cycle 
replicates itself and varies 
in extent, contingent 
upon the progress in the 
material.  
 
The fascination with 
technology has placed us 
in a position in which we 
are unable to conceive 
that the origins of this 
technology are contingent on nature itself. Technological advances have led to 
expansive discoveries in energy production and medicine, manufacturing and 
agriculture; they have in turn fuelled exponential and unsustainable 
population growth. Naturally occurring cycles that are essential for life on 
earth (e.g. hydrologic, oxygen, carbon, nitrogen, phosphorous and sulphur) 
have been disrupted by incessant human interference – usually for capital 
gain. Some experts contend that we are fixed in a web of mania, while others 
argue that we have the capacity to exercise freewill to change our predicament 
toward a sustainable future. Regardless of these arguments, to see the earth as 
raw material for humans to process and plunder is increasingly problematic. 
Figure 39 - A feller buncher . 
Figure 40 - Composition sketch for the drawing The Myth 
of Progress. 
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While, necessity and survival within nature were drivers for the technological 
advancement of our Stone Age ancestors, our current rate of change is 
obviously more accelerated and we are increasingly more estranged from an 
instrumentalist relationship to the natural world upon which we are ultimately 
dependent. As such, our capacity to understand causality within our 
environment is compromised by the socio-economic complexity of our era 
and less related to our immediate needs and survival. Since humans are largely 
in control of productive processes, which Heidegger calls challenging-forth, we 
find it easy to get caught up in a web of incessant production (or 
consumption) limiting our ability to stop, change or alter course. The lure of 
progress and reward ensnares us, where we lose sight of our individual and 
collective agency to arrest this way of thinking, and as time progresses it 
becomes increasingly difficult (1977). This might be critical in challenging the 
dominant belief that technology will save humanity from the brink of 
extinction. Whether or not we have killed the golden goose is still a matter of 
debate.  
 
The culturally dominant processes of modern thought induce us to focus on 
the instrumental aspects of science and technology, and the use of technology 
as a means to an end. Hence, instead of a forest of trees, we see a year’s supply 
of cheeseburger wrappers; smart phone become status symbols; or, mounting 
pressure to settle foreign debt forces a South American country to sell their 
natural resources to faceless multinational corporations. Rather than focusing 
on an instrumentalist approach to technology, however, Heidegger challenges 
Figure 41 - Instead of a forest of trees, we see a year's supply of cheeseburger wrappers, 2015, 
digital photograph. 
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us to concentrate on the ways of thinking behind the technology as a means of 
revealing things about the world rather than automatically controlling them, 
and to have “free relationship with [it]” (Waddington, 2005, 568). Heidegger’s 
view is that our instrumentalist approach to technology need not be our only 
option is worth consideration, especially since he cites art, or poeisis, as a 
viable alternative to traditional modes of understanding and using technology 
(means to an end). As he explains, the essence of technology brings together 
the concept of techne with poeisis as a form of revealing (aletheia) or bringing 
something into reality (Heidegger, 1977, 10-14).  
 
In my practice-led research, techne can be an instrument to convey the 
environmental messages that inform the final result, whether it is a drawing or 
a public artwork. However, it is techne combined with poeisis that leads the 
work into being. The process commences by not knowing in advance what the 
end result will be. Through processes of perpetual responsiveness with the 
materials, subject matter (and the public in the case of my public artworks), 
the drawing unfolds. Complexity, risk and uncertainty are mediated through 
reflection, evaluation and response. This transcends art as simply a tool for 
communicating complex messages with a political or ethical imperative into 
art that offers an aesthetic perspective - thus revealing layers of meaning that 
are both cognitive and affective.  
Figure 42 - Mark making for The Myth of Progress. 
Figure 43 - Work in progress for The Myth of Progess. 
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Figure 44 - The Myth of Progress, 2015, pencil crayon on black paper, aluminium rod,  
brackets, chain and expanders, 2.5m x 2.72m. (L- installation, R – details) 
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The bad smell of extinction: Anthropocentric patterns of societal collapse
The fall of the Roman Empire, and the equally (if not more) 
advanced Han, Mauryan, and Gupta Empires, as well as so many 
advanced Mesopotamian Empires, are all testimony to the fact 
that advanced, sophisticated, complex, and creative civilizations 
can be both fragile and impermanent. 
 - (Motesharrei et al., 2014) 
 
Earth is over 4.5 billion years old, and in its history, there have been five great 
mass extinction events, all taking place in the past 540 million years (Barnosky 
et al., 2011, 51). Palaeontologists characterise mass extinction as events when 
the Earth loses more than 75% of its species in what is considered a 
geologically short interval (2011, 51). The causes of some past mass extinctions 
are still debated, but others have resulted from large meteorite and asteroid 
impacts, and/or violent volcanic and earthquake disruptions. Of these causes, 
most led to significant global warming or cooling and climate change, which 
obliterated billions of marine and terrestrial species20. The most documented 
and publically known mass extinction was the 5th – the Cretaceous-Tertiary 
extinction - which decimated non-avian dinosaurs. Substantial scientific 
evidence suggests that we are in the midst of the 6th mass extinction event 
(Steffen et al., 2007, Wake and Vredenburg, 2008, Zalasiewicz et al., 2010, 
Barnosky et al., 2011, Wagler, 2012). However, unlike the five previous ones, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 According to the Department of Integrative Biology at the University of California, 99% 
of the Earth’s estimated four billion species estimated to have evolved on the planet are 
extinct due to cataclysmic mass extinctions. 
this one is human-induced. Without extensive global intervention to curb 
greenhouse emissions and major conservation efforts to restore and protect 
biodiversity, we risk major ecological and social collapse and potentially 
extinction.  
 
In his work, Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed, Jared Diamond 
defines ‘collapse’ as “a drastic decrease in human population size and/or 
political/economic/social complexity, over a considerable area, for an 
extended time” (2005, 3). Evidence of other societal collapses point to both, 
and often a combination of, natural and social phenomena21, therefore a 
general, all encompassing explanation remains elusive (Diamond, 2005, 
Motesharrei et al., 2014). In a recent study on inequality and resource use in 
the collapse or sustainability of societies, Motesharrei et al. explain that “the 
process of rise-and-collapse is actually a recurrent cycle found throughout 
history” (2014, 2). They are not limited to the ‘Old World’ or to specific global 
regions. Societal collapses have occurred on every continent and there is 
mounting evidence supporting endogenous causes for these collapses 
(Shennan et al., 2013, Motesharrei et al., 2014). There is a reoccurring pattern 
of boom-and-bust, and as Shennan et. al have found in their research of the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 E.g. Cataclysmic environmental occurrences (volcanic eruptions, tsunamis, earthquakes, 
etc.), deforestation and soil degradation, migrations and invasions, cultural genocide, and 
disease, etc. 
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Neolithic period in Europe, “in most cases, there appears to be a marked 
demographic expansion after the first evidence of agriculture, followed by 
population declines” (2013, 8). These boom-and-bust cycles last 
approximately 300-500 years, starting with the establishment of agriculture 
resulting in rapid population growth until the farming is driven to 
unsustainable levels, which prompts population distribution and decline. 
Unsustainable growth driven by unsustainable agriculture has contributed to 
the collapse of 19 out of the 23 cases of societal collapse Montesharrei et. al 
researched 22. While other factors contributed to each of the historical societal 
collapses, there are two reoccurring features apparent that can independently 
result in the process of collapse – ecological strain and substantial economic 
stratification (Motesharrei et al., 2014, 23).  
 
Ecological Strain 
Scientific evidence suggests that in our current ecological climate, the earth is 
under tremendous ecological strain, making every living species susceptible to 
extinction. Diamond applies a comparative method to analyse past societal 
collapses where environmental issues were contributing factors. He identifies 
five factors that contribute to collapse: environmental damage, climate change 
(past – natural, current – anthropogenic), hostile neighbours, the breakdown 
of essential trading partners, and lastly how the society adapts and mitigates in 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 Some of the collapsed societies include: Easter Island, Roman Empire, Minoan, 
Mycenean, Mesopotamia, Sumerians, Assyrian, Babylonian, Achaemenid, Seleucid, 
Mauryan, Gupta, Khmer Empire, Zhou, Han, Tang and Song Empires, Mayan, 
Teotihuacan, Incas and Great Zimbabwe.  
response to these changing variables is critical for success or failure (2005, 3). 
Diamond maintains that a common theme emerges from past societal collapse 
in which the progress of unsustainable activity leads to a peak in development, 
followed by a rapid decline in population and power. Evidence collected by 
anthropologists, climatologists, palaeontologists and other experts suggest that 
this rollercoaster process or boom-and-bust pattern could be described as 
“pathological ecocide” (2005, 11-13).  	  	  
Figure 45 - Research notes for the drawing The Bad Smell of Extinction. 	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Diamond highlights eight variables as processes where past societies risked 
their stability by damaging their environments include: deforestation and 
destroying natural habitats, soil problems (erosion, contamination, 
salinization, soil fertility loss), water management problems (flooding, 
irrigation, contamination), over hunting and fishing, introduced invasive 
species, human population growth and increased per-capita impact of citizens 
(Diamond, 2005, 6). Given a particular combination of these factors, Diamond 
argues the ecological damage is irreversible; food supplies diminish, livestock 
die, internal conflicts erupt over minimal resources and the point-of-no-
return commences. Those who can, move and resettle; others starve and 
populations decrease or vanish. This is already apparent globally, with 
numerous nations being listed on the Failed States Index – an indicator rating 
a nation’s susceptibility to collapse using social, economic, political and 
military markers.  
 
Following the course of the Industrial Revolution, which lead to increased 
material production, demand for raw natural resources amplified. 
Anthropologists use the term ‘ideological pathology’ to describe the domino-
effect ‘mania’, when people are seduced by a type of progress (Wright, 2004, 
4). Undoubtedly, one of the most significant examples of ‘ideological 
pathology’ is colonialism and the ‘resource curse’ of nations such as Africa, 
China, Australia, India and the Americas. Fuelled by the quest for power and 
the acquisition of resources and wealth, colonialism sparked the first wave 
towards contemporary globalisation. The ‘resource curse’23, also know as the 
‘paradox of plenty’ is a situation in which countries with an abundance of 
natural resources experience stagnant economic and social growth due to 
exploitation of these resources, along with irreparable environmental damage. 
For instance, Africa is the cornucopia of natural capital, with surplus ivory, 
rubber, copper, diamonds, gold, iron, uranium, wood, silver and the black 
liquid gold of wars, oil. Essentially, the majority of these resources are 
exported internationally to feed the consumption patterns of the west. The 
local populations are minimally compensated, and in most circumstances fair 
worse from the ecological damage and resulting warfare from the activities. It 
is no surprise that Africa leads the Failed States Index with the most countries 
vulnerable to collapse from resource depletion, corruption on behalf of foreign 
and local governments, internal conflicts, endemic diseases, and increasing 
susceptibility to climate change impacts.  
 
Economic Stratification 
Economic stratification between nations who have the highest CO2 emissions 
per capita in relation to those who are the most vulnerable to climate change 
impacts (see Fig. 46), demonstrates one of the most consistent variables found 
in past societal collapses (Motesharrei et al., 2014, 20). For the purpose of their 
study, Motesharrei et al., use the terms ‘Elite’ and ‘Commoners’ to differential 
class, as economic stratification is “one of the elements consistently found in 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 A term coined in Auty, Richard M. (1993). Sustaining Development in Mineral 
Economies: The Resource Curse Thesis. London: Routledge. 
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past collapsed societies” (2014, 20). One common pattern is that the ‘Elite’ due 
to their wealth and power consume more than the ‘Commoners’, which results 
in famine amongst the ‘Commoners’. The inequality-induced famine results in 
a loss of workers rather than ecologically driven collapse. In the case where the 
ecological depletion rate influences collapse, the ‘Elite’ due to their wealth and 
power do not suffer the immediate impacts of collapse until much later than 
the ‘Commoners’ as “this buffer of wealth allows the Elites to continue 
“business as usual” despite impending catastrophe” (2014, 20). In this case, the 
‘Elites’ appear oblivious to imminent collapse. Even when members of society 
alert officials of impending collapse and issue opportunities to mitigate 
catastrophe, the ‘Elite’ and their allies who oppose such changes, choose to do 
nothing until it is too late. This scenario is otherwise known as the ‘tragedy of 
commons’24, a social dilemma where a small group acts in self-interest 
neglecting the wellbeing of the larger group (i.e. society) in pursuit of personal 
gain (Hardin, 1968). Vast disparities between wealth distributions are endemic 
in our globalised world, and especially evident in the discourse, decision-
making and international negotiations on climate change where economics are 
priority over the environment and social justice. 
 
The evidence of causes of historical collapses from boom to bust patterns, 
ecological strain and economic stratification could be indicative an impending 
collapse of our global civilisation as ecological thresholds are passed. Chapter 2 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 Coined by ecologist Garrett Hardin in 1968 in speaking about the dangers of over 
population. 
further examines some of the complexities of communicating climate change 
and environmental issues to overcome certain barriers in decision-making and 
action toward a sustainable future. However, I have also responded to the idea 
of what the end of the Anthropocene could look like in the drawing The Bad 
Smell of Extinction.  
Figure 46 - A comparison of the polluting countries versus the vulnerable countries, 
2011. Top frame: National average of CO2 emissions per capita CO2 based on 
OECD/IEA 2006 national CO2 emissions  (OECD/IEA, 2008) and UNPD 2006 
national population size (UNPD, 2007). Bottom frame: Global Climate 
Demography Vulnerability Index. Red corresponds to more vulnerable regions, 
blue to less vulnerable regions. White area corresponds to regions with little or no 
population (Samson et al., 2011). Courtesy of Skeptical Science. 	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The sheer pressure of our numbers, the abundance of our 
inventions, the blind forces of our desires and needs, appear 
unstoppable and are generating a heat – the hot breath of our 
civilisation – whose effects we comprehend only hazily. The 
misanthropic traveller, gazing down from his wondrous, and 
wondrously dirty machine, is bound to ask whether the earth 
might not be better off without us.    
- Ian McEwan (2005)  
 
As it is clear from the phenomena of super wicked problems, decision-making 
is not always an easy task for individuals especially in consideration of 
competing perspectives, values and vested interests. However, as we rest on 
the precipice of what could be anthropogenic extinction, it may be too late by 
the time the ‘Elite’ and our governing decision-makers attempt to solve it. It is 
this premise that informs the drawing, The Bad Smell of Extinction. Here I 
explore the point of no return or the post-Anthropocene – a potentially 
inhabitable earth by current standards, with only the vestiges of our 
civilisation remaining, visually represented through metaphorical imagery.  
 
Numerous books and documentary films25 with environmental and/or 
dystopian themes have inspired my thinking and imagination about what our 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 Books including, but not limited to: The World Without Us (2007) by Alan Weisman, The 
Collapse of Western Civilization: A View from the Future (2014) by Naomi Oreskes and Erik M. 
Conway, Swarm: A Novel of the Deep (2007) by Frank Schätzing, Oryx and Crake (2003) and 
The Year of the Flood (2009) by Margaret Atwood and Ecotopia (1975) by Ernest Callenbach. 
Films including, but not limited to:  Delicatessen (1991), Avatar (2009), Manufactured 
Landscapes (2007), Wasteland (2010), Surviving Progress (2011) and the BBC series Last Chance 
to See with Stephen Fry (2009). 
collapsed civilisation will look like and what the relics of our civilisation will 
be. For instance in the novel, The World Without Us (2007), Alan Weisman 
predicts that cities will return to wetlands and forests and that bronze and 
stone artworks along with hyperobjects26 like plastic, Styrofoam and plutonium 
will endure, providing lasting evidence of human existence on Earth. Frank 
Schätzing’s Swarm: A Novel of the Deep (2012) is a work of speculative fiction 
presenting a ‘what if’ – ‘nature’ fought back and attempted to destroy 
humanity for its prolonged abuse – scenario. Catastrophic events and 
epidemics caused by a swarm of a single-cell organism wipe out international 
communications and kill millions, leaving large areas of the world inhabitable.  
 
In the chilling science-based fiction, The Collapse of Western Civilization: A 
View from the Future (2014), Oreskes and Conway conceive of a world 
ravaged by climate change. The year is 2393, three hundred years after the 
‘Great Collapse of 2093’ where children of the Enlightenment - the political 
and economic elite of the world, failed to act thus triggering systemic climate 
collapse. A last ditch effort by a genetic engineer helps to re-set the trajectory 
setting the world on the road for atmospheric recovery. However by this time, 
most of the world’s species and many human populations have succumbed to 
extinction, including Africa and Australia. Mass migrations save others, 
consequently reshaping the global political, social and economic order. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 Materials that exist on unthinkable timescales. 
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In the drawing The Bad Smell of Extinction, a post-apocalyptic formation of 
collapse is constructed from relics of the Anthropocene.  Metaphorical 
references are made to ideas of future blindness (e.g. Google Glasses, goggles 
on the polar bear), the web of mania and the cultural myths that led to a great 
migration followed by mass extinction and Anthropogenic fallout.  
 
A feller buncher rests atop a polar bear. Both are caught in a moment of 
suspended animation on the verge of extinction and redundancy. The feller 
buncher, the quintessential tool of forestry progress is symbolically 
represented as a plastic trophy of the Anthropocene.  In a final act, the feller 
buncher holds the last tree, a sapling that has already snapped from the weight 
of the brass-coated lead bob in Foucault’s pendulum.  Despite our attempts to 
‘Save the Planet’, the pendulum acts as a reminder that the Earth will continue 
to rotate after humans.  And, the polar bear is a direct reference o its over 
usage in climate change communication and the prevailing hubristic nature of 
the Anthropocene to dominate over the non-human world. But all hope is not 
lost in the collapse. Natural undergrowth emerges and begins to colonise the 
ruins.  Life begins anew.  
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Figure 47 - The Bad Smell of Extinction, 2014/15, pencil crayon on paper. (Above – installation, Right – details)	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CHAPTER II  
PROPOSITIONS FOR EXPANDING AND ENHANCING  
THE COMMUNICATION OF COMPLEX ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES
We are a clever but quarrelsome species – in our public 
discourses we can sound like a rookery in full throat. In our 
cleverness we are just beginning to understand that the earth – 
considered as a total system of organisms, environments, 
climates and solar radiation, each reciprocally shaping the other 
through hundreds of millions of years – is perhaps as complex as 
the human brain; as yet we understand only a little of that brain, 
or of the home in which it evolved.  
– Ian McEwan (2005) 
 
OVERVIEW 
 
This chapter will further examine some of the modes of communication of 
anthropogenic climate change. Through the process of identifying the 
messengers and agents of this information, we can distinguish some of the 
leading gaps and challenges in expressing the magnitude of risk and impact, 
and the urgency of the subject matter to public audiences. The second part of 
the chapter explores some of the opportunities to expand and enhance climate 
communication, thus leading to the focus of my practice-led research – and 
how art can play a role in this discourse.  
 
THE CLIMATE COMMUNICATION CRISIS 
 
What makes the communication of complex ecological issues like climate 
change different from other challenging economic, social and political issues? 
Is there something unique about this issue that differentiates itself from other 
global crises such as the AIDS or SARS epidemics or the Global Financial 
Crisis of 2007-08? 
 
The science of climate change has not changed significantly in the past thirty 
years. Since the mid-1980’s when the first evidence of the anthropogenic 
causes of climate change alerted governments and the public to the potential 
impacts of global warming, the global science community has continued to 
supply complex computer modelling in the form of graphs, facts and 
spreadsheets. Leading international scientists have contributed their expertise 
to collaborative research producing some of the most comprehensive peer-
reviewed reports ever conducted in human history with an overwhelming 95% 
consensus that humans are the main cause of climate change. Yet this has not 
resulted in changes in policy, but has instead led to a “ubiquitous apathy 
concerning ecological issues” (Sery, 2008, 6). Despite the abundance of critical 
literature, political willpower and human behaviour have not shifted to the 
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extent necessary to safeguard a sustainable future. Why? While there is no 
conclusive answer, I would argue that the question to the effectiveness of 
climate science communication is related.  
 
Early scholarship on climate change emerged from the environmental and 
physical sciences. Scholars in these disciplines were largely unfamiliar with the 
social sciences, hence “professional divisions due to specialization, disciplinary 
boundaries, institution disincentives, and other factors contributed to this 
[initial] lack of exchange among those doing the communicating and those 
researching it” (Moser, 2010, 33). As Graeme Pearman, former chief of 
atmospheric research and climate director of CSIRO, reflected in an interview 
with Jo Chandler “[he had been] suffering under the delusion that as 
knowledge of the physical world improves, rationally based information would 
lead to rational responses to such threats as climate change” (Chandler, 2009). 
After decades of working on the frontline of climate change research with an 
international community of over 800 scientists, Pearman came to the 
realisation that “no matter how good the physical science was, it would not 
lead to the responses needed” despite allowances of time and money - a 
sentiment shared by numerous colleagues after the Copenhagen talks in 
December 2009 (Chandler, 2009). After 40 years of research on the 
complexities of atmospheric climate science and the consequential impact on 
his own mental health, Pearman began collaborating with behavioural scientist 
and psychologist Professor Charmine Hartel from Monash University to 
investigate factors inhibiting climate change responses. Collaborations such as 
this are rapidly emerging in the academic arena stemming from the social 
sciences. The science community, while slow on the uptake, has conceded that 
help from other sources is needed if we stand a chance. 
 
Human development in the Anthropocene has evolved as a “geological force, 
altering the physical, chemical and biological makeup of the planet unlike any 
other species” (Suzuki, 2009, VII). Some of the challenges climate science 
communicators face in addressing the resulting issues are almost as 
complicated as the subject matter itself. As Moser explains, climate change 
presents unprecedented levels of uncertainty and complexity for people. The 
invisibility of causes, distant impacts (e.g. in remote regions across the world) 
and lack of experience in dealing with such forms of impact make the 
comprehension of this issue difficult to grasp. Competing with this are 
inadequate signals from leaders, lack of gratification and incentive for taking 
mitigative action and self-interest (Moser, 2010, 31). In short, there are the 
competing priorities in the politics, economies, and cultural differences of the 
world’s 7.2 billion people that make the communication of climate science 
highly complex. 
 
One of the dominant characteristics about climate change is that it is largely 
invisible. Man-made greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions from the burning of 
fossil fuels, agriculture, aviation, garbage, deforestation, etc. are not 
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immediately noticeable and therefore we do not associate them with 
immediate health risks. It is the culmination of GHG in the atmosphere that 
has detrimental repercussions. Their impact at geographical and temporal 
distance also lead to a lag in understanding between cause and effect (Moser, 
2010, 33). As Moser explains, most people do not inhabit places where 
evidence of climate change is more prevalent within a memorable time scale, 
such as the Arctic, the Great Barrier Reef, high elevations or low lying Pacific 
islands, and as such “these temporally and spatially distant and disconnected 
issues have to complete for attention with immediately felt physical needs, 
professional demands, economic necessities, or social obligations” (2010, 34).  
In developed countries, many of us live in manufactured urban landscapes in 
temperature-controlled buildings where we remain unaware of the changing 
patterns of nature. Even when weather is a typical topic of conversation, 
climate and weather change are often mistakenly used interchangeably. As 
Weaver explains, “weather is the state of the atmosphere at a particular time 
and place…climate is…the statistics of weather. Climate is what you expect; 
weather is what you get” (2008, 7). The short-term variability between day-to-
day seasonal weather changes is more immediately felt than incremental 
climate changes that span decades. This lack of immediacy makes the difficult 
comprehension of risk easily dismissible, unless a ‘once in a 100-year’ (a very 
misleading term) severe weather event strikes twice in a short period like the 
Queensland floods of 2010/11 (Fig. 48). Even then, insurance companies, 
foreign aid organisations and governments help to restore livelihoods to 
‘normal’, thus insulating people from thinking it could happen again. But it 
does happen again, and it will continue to do so with greater unpredictability 
and intensity. So, why is there a delay in taking action towards adaptive and 
mitigative27 measures?  
 
Once again, the lag between cause and effect impacts on decision making, 
which Moser proposes is due to delay in clear rewards (2010, 34). The benefits 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 Adaption and mitigation are the two main policy responses to climate change. Mitigation 
deals with the root causes of climate change (e.g. reducing GHG emissions). Adaptation 
aims to reduce the risks and consequences of climate change impacts (e.g. sea level rise). 
  
Figure 48 – Damage after flash flooding in the town of Grantham during the 2011 Queensland 
floods. 
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of adaptive and mitigative measures on the other hand are not instantaneous, 
may not be noticeable within decades or even our lifetime. In particular, 
economies dependent on commodity consumption and what Brannigan calls 
the ‘consumption-happiness myth’, represents significant challenges for the 
communication of climate change (2011). This myth “locks us into specific 
patterns of consumption because of it’s impact on four key elements: affect 
regulation; conscious and unconscious input into decision making; habit 
formation; and psychological development” (Brannigan, 2011, 85). It is a 
mythology intimately connected with our deepest desires, the pursuit of 
reward and pleasure, our protection mechanisms, and ultimately with self-
identity. Affect is the key element in understanding how to evoke change, as it 
is the “primary innate biological motivating mechanism, more urgent that 
drive deprivation and pleasure, and more urgent even than physical pain” 
(Tompkins, 2009, 163). Unlike feelings, the projection of emotions can be 
genuine or feigned. According to Tompkins, affect is more abstract than 
personal feelings or the general field of emotions. It amplifies and stimulates 
emotions in ways that act like a “blueprint for cognition, decision and action” 
that can yield either positive or negative outcomes for the individual (2009, 
167). For instance, stimulation can trigger affective responses such as terror, 
shame, rage, distress, anxiety or humiliation. Or, it can evoke more positive 
affective responses such as surprise, joy or excitement. It is something the 
advertising industry capitalise on to great effect in manufacturing desire for 
commodities and products.  
In a critical response to the ‘consumption-happiness myth, in the 7 Days of 
Garbage project, photographer Gregg Segal asked people to collect a week’s 
worth of household waste including waste collected for recycling. He 
photographed his subjects amongst their waste in stylised environmental 
backdrops meant to reference fragile ecosystems (e.g. forests, tundra, beaches, 
etc.). While it is certainly possible that lying in one’s own waste could trigger 
affective responses of shame, disgust or humiliation, this is not captured in the 
gaze of the majority of the project’s participants. Most look distant and 
detached from their surroundings, evoking a sense of unease in the viewer and 
perhaps inviting a more reflective form of disgust. Segal uses this tension 
between the subjects’ detachment and our own distaste to ask us to reflect on 
our own patterns of consumption and waste, and how the decisions we make 
impact the environment. Some of the project’s subjects later felt that their 
involvement in the project instigated a ‘time for change’ in their lives, while 
others felt overwhelmed and powerless to mitigate any change at all (Segal, 
2014). This project received international exposure through social media.  It 
hopefully inspired greater awareness and with any luck, influenced some 
viewers to question and change their own consumption and waste patterns. 
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Figure 49 - Gregg Segal, photographs from the 7 Days of Garbage project, 2014. 
L to R: Till & Nicholas, Sam & Jane, Mariko and Alfie, Kirsten, Miles & Elly  
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Perception and response in the status quo 
 
The practice of greenwashing significantly impairs efforts to communicate the 
risks of climate change. Greenwashing is the dissemination of deliberately 
deceptive information by companies in order to mislead consumers about the 
environmental impact of their product. All too often the ‘eco’ label, green 
packaging or advertising with references to climate change or global warming 
is nothing more than an ethical fig leaf. And, often this form of marketing 
appeals to the desire for social status rather than the participation in pro-
environmental behavioural change, evident in some of the advertisements 
selling products from windows to bread, to guitars and SUVs (Fig. 50). Take 
for instance the EDF’s (Électricité de France) advertisement, which uses two 
Easter Island Maoi figures (one is digitally manipulated to look pregnant as if 
to suggest a soon to be ‘nuclear family’) to promote nuclear energy with the 
tagline ‘Pour les générations futures, nous développons les énérgies de demain’ 
(For future generations, we develop the energies of tomorrow). The 
thoughtless irony in this advertisement is that the Easter Island civilisation 
collapsed due to overpopulation and ecological strain. The Maoi are “symbols 
of hubris and denial in the face of environmental disaster” not symbols of 
prosperity and clean energy as the tagline suggests (Hickman, 2008) .  
Figure 50 - Representations of global warming and climate change in product 
advertising. Top row: EDF (Électricité de France and Diesel, Middle row:  Abbott’s 
Village Bakery, Fender Guitar Shop and Wall's ice cream and Skoda, Bottom row: 
Bianco footwear and SPI Windows (Italy) and Ford.  
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Consumers also adopt pro-environmental behaviours as a form of 
social validation. Solitaire Townsend28 provides an anecdote of one 
of her friends installing solar panels on the north-facing roof of her 
house. When it was pointed out to the friend that the north side 
wasn’t the most efficient for generating energy, the friend 
responded that it is the north side of her residence faces the street. 
This is an example of what I refer to as eco-façadism or what 
Townsend calls ‘social proof action’ (qtd. in Crompton, 2008, 15). 
Solar panels on a residence or a Toyota Prius have significantly 
greater social visibility than reducing household waste, switching 
to energy efficient light bulbs or using public transport, and are 
therefore useful as symbolic gestures or status symbols. This is not 
to discredit any pro-environmental action whether it is private or 
public, minimal or major; I am simply highlighting potentially 
ambivalent motivators for behaviour that appears to be 
environmentally responsible.  
 
In Australia, short-term behavioural change was evident during the 
twelve-year drought in response to social approbation on wasting 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Solitaire Townsend, founder of Futerra Consultancy, on a BBC UK radio interview in 
2007, as quoted in Tom Crompton, Weathercocks & signposts: the environmental movement 
at a crossroads, WWF-UK’s Strategies for Change Project, April 2008, p.15. Available at: 
wwf.org.uk/strategiesforchange 
water. Municipalities established strict water restrictions across 
Australia, to preserve rapidly declining supplies of water in local 
dams and catchments. All non-essential water use was prohibited 
during designated times. Many people let their gardens go and 
refrained from washing their cars, while some took to posting signs 
on their non-parched lawns to advise neighbours that grey water was 
in use (Fig. 51). Regardless of motivation, a grey water sign on your 
lawn prevented fines and potentially deflected public shaming for 
having a shiny car or lush garden. What these examples illustrate is 
that “climate change…moved from being predominantly a physical 
phenomenon to being simultaneously a social phenomenon” 
(Hulme, 2009, xxv).  
 
Recent figures report widespread awareness about climate change in 
Australia with discrepancies between whether it is due to natural 
climate variability or is human induced (Levinston et al., 2013, 33, 
Levinston et al., 2014). However, it is alarming that related attitudes 
about whether climate change is a concern, along with efforts 
towards pro-environmental behaviour are stagnant or declining 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2012, Levinston et al., 2013, 
Levinston et al., 2014). In a recent CSIRO report examining 
Australians’ responses to climate change, for example, climate 
Figure 51 - Recycled and 
greywater signage in 
Melbourne. 	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change ranked 14 out of 16 compared to other general concerns such as 
health, cost of living and employment. The report also found that there is 
minimal familiarity with climate change terminology amongst Australians 
(Levinston et al., 2014). There are likely numerous reasons for these findings, 
but a main reason could be cognitive dissonance (Lorenzoni et al., 2007, 453). 
Like hyperbolic discounting, cognitive dissonance is a conflict resulting from 
simultaneously held contradictory or incompatible beliefs and attitudes. This 
often creates an underlying sense of anxiety that may elicit dangerous 
responses or what Tompkins calls ‘negative affect’ (2009, 167). This is 
exacerbated if people feel vulnerable, have limited or no control over the 
causes of the stress; have uncertainty about the duration and future intensity 
of the stress; confusion about the evidence causing the stress; and/or lack of 
social support (Eckersley, 2007, 36). Vivid media images of terrorist attacks 
(e.g. World Trade Tower collapses in September 2011, the Martin Place 
hostage taking in Australia in 2014 and the Charlie Hedbo massacre in France 
in 2015), disease pandemics (e.g. the recent Ebola outbreak), bush fires and 
plane crashes, and now climate change related environmental disasters, only 
help to intensify negative affect. According to Eckersley, three of the 
predominant affective responses to fear in apocalyptic scenarios - such as an 
impending global calamity resulting from climate change as portrayed in 
media - are nihilism, fundamentalism and activism (2007, 35).  
 
The uncomfortable truth about climate change is hard to accept. As a means of 
denial and resistance, people individually and collectively create barriers that 
rationalise their behaviours. For instance, a popular perception about the lack 
of efficient and accessible public transport in Melbourne is a constant excuse 
for the habitual use of cars. This is what Lorenzoni et. al call the ‘free rider 
effect’ (2007, 449). Without enabling initiatives or strict penalties there is no 
extrinsic reason to change behaviours, and therefore a form of nihilism occurs 
according to Eckersley. It is easier to blame the other for contributing to 
pollution than to be accountable to one’s self. Changing behaviours such as car 
use is a threat to lifestyles and established social norms, like driving children to 
private schools in distant suburbs. Nihilism in the form of indifference or 
negativism is a major challenge for climate change communicators to engage 
with.  
 
Another reaction to fear as Eckersley explains is fundamentalism. Uncertainty 
and fear of the unknown is a stimulus that motivates an affective response 
such as flight, fight or freeze. Fundamentalist thinking whether religious or 
secular can provide a false sense of security or help to temper anxieties over 
future uncertainties. Blind faith in something external allows people to focus 
on the challenges near and dear to them, such as getting a job or education, 
feeding a family or saving for a holiday. In thinking about climate change 
responses, some believe in the dogma of their religion over scientific evidence 
(regardless of its historical adversarial relationship), while others believe 
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technology will lead us out of this precarious predicament. However, as 
Eckersley warns “fundamentalism also breeds intolerance and generates 
simplistic solutions to complex problems” (2007, 37). This thinking denies 
personal responsibility for inaction. Even if fundamentalist thinkers could 
visualise the consequences of their activities, “there is an evolutionary 
tendency for people to pay attention to immediate and personally relevant 
issues” (Lorenzoni et al., 2007, 452) with ‘future blindness’29.  
 
The threat of unprecedented destruction, chaos and human casualty resulting 
from a 4˚C global temperature increase can only equate to a catastrophe 
beyond our present comprehension. In times of crisis and trauma, people have 
a tendency to grasp and focus on whatever will ground them in the here and 
now – family, material possessions, passports, etc. To deflect fear and anxiety, 
there is a tendency to believe that things will turn out for the best. Activist 
thinking is embedded with hopeful thinking. There is a inclination with 
activist thinking to reject contemporary views and lifestyles with a “desire to 
create a new conceptual framework or worldview (i.e. stories, values, beliefs) 
that will make a sustainable, equitable future possible” (Eckersley, 2007, 37). 
Unlike the maladaptive responses like nihilism and fundamentalism, activism 
is adaptive and works from a bottom-up approach. Many environmental 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 ‘Future blindness’ is a term used by Lorenzoni et. al (2007) in ‘Barriers perceived to 
engaging with climate change among the UK public and their policy implications’ to 
explain the inability for people to perceive a future beyond 10 years. 
artists also practice with similar activist thinking and processes. According to 
Paul Hawken, author of Blessed Unrest: How the Largest Movement in the 
World Came into Being and Why No One Saw It Coming, there are over two-
million organisations globally, dedicated to ecological sustainability and social 
justice (2007, 2). Activist groups may seem to offer prospects for engagement 
for climate change communicators, as many see action as “a matter of personal 
or civic responsibility, duty, or of social justice” (Moser, 2010, 36). However, 
there is also the challenge of competing interests and the potential 
dissemination of misleading messages by such individuals and groups.  
 
Powerful forces exist locally, nationally and globally determined to maintain 
the status quo, because “climate change is a threat to ethnic, national and 
global security” (Hulme, 2009, xxvii). There are numerous misconceptions 
about climate change that due to its immense complexity and unpredictability 
produce immeasurable uncertainty (Moser, 2010). It is this ambiguity that 
spin-doctors, determined to drive specific agendas, continually use to delay 
action on climate change. The uncertainty can be in relation to the causes, the 
potential impacts and risks, and about the “technically feasible, 
environmentally benign, economically affordable, and morally preferable 
mitigation (and adaptation) responses” and whether or not they will have any 
measurable benefits (Moser, 2010, 35). Such rationales for delay include 
arguments that climate change is due to natural variability instead of human 
activity or that there is a there is a lack of consensus amongst the international 
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science community. It has also been contended that there will be numerous 
benefits to climate change (e.g. warmer weather30) or that climate change 
supercomputer modelling has serious flaws so we should wait until we have all 
of the facts before taking action (Skeptical Science, 2012). It is also postulated 
that premature action could cause economic calamities and that only 
governments should take action, as there is little that ordinary citizens can do. 
Finally, it is often argued that developed nations should only take action on 
climate change when developing nations like China31 and India commit to 
emission reduction targets (Yencken et al., 2012).  
 
Despite this information, in recent years, many nations like Germany and 
Sweden have set ambitious emission reduction targets and are leading green 
innovation in transport, industry and energy. While at the same time other 
nations like the United States and Canada have intentionally hindered 
international negotiations at the Conferences of Parties to the United Nations 
Framework on Climate Change (UNFCCC), with some nations even 
withdrawing from the Kyoto Protocol – the only existing international climate 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 As in the warming of the Sahara causing the greening of desert regions in Africa.  
31 In November 2014, China and the USA, the world’s largest emitters of GHGs (~36% 
combined) announced a landmark deal to cooperate on climate change. This included 
agreements to reduce GHG emissions (ambitious, but not binding), commitments to CO2 
capture and storage, and transitioning to clean energy. The USA and China also intend 
their pledges to become a component in the multilateral negotiations on climate change at 
COP 21 in Paris.  
 
agreement. The world is changing rapidly, however. As developing countries 
prosper, global power relations will inevitably shift. For instance, between 
2012-13, thirteen countries held domestic elections, including China, USA, 
India, Russia, Germany, Australia, France and Mexico. When the next 
UNFCCC negotiations meet again in Paris, France (December 2015) new 
leaders will be represented and a legally binding agreement to curb global 
GHG emissions will with any luck be one step closer, but as history has 
demonstrated, we can’t get our hopes up. 
 
The challenge for climate change communicators then is to “drive awareness, 
publicity and advocacy to stress to world leaders that ambitions commitments 
must be made to reduce emissions” (Murphy and Rae, 2013). As shown, there 
are many political, cultural, psychological, ethical and geographical factors 
that drive environmental perception and behaviour, that are both adaptive and 
maladaptive. Without “strong leadership, uniform and steady messaging, 
public priorit[s]ation of climate policy, widespread and visible consistency 
between words an deeds”, climate change communicators face a barrier in 
engaging people to “see themselves, their roles and actions, their rights and 
responsibility fitting into the larger social and ecological whole” (Moser, 2010, 
36).  
 
A major disruption to our business as usual paradigm – like an epic global 
environmental disaster with extensive human casualties and economic 
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repercussions could plausibly force the international community to take 
immediate action on climate change. However, such a disaster is one that most 
people in the climate science and international climate justice movement 
would like to avoid. Or, conceivably there is an affective role for art here to 
interject to help shift perception and response in the status quo before such 
calamity. For instance, artist Isaac Cordal’s project Follow the Leaders,  (Fig. 
52) is an ongoing street art intervention project that places miniature figurines 
in precarious environments to elicit layers of meaning about the ills of 
capitalism and humankind’s disregard for the environment. The artwork also 
embodies a sense of foreshadowing of the potential consequences of inaction 
on climate change as represented in his work Waiting for Climate Change (Fig. 
53) that can provoke affective responses of anguish, anger and contempt in 
viewers. This in turn has the capacity to activate positive decision-making and 
action if the viewer is motivated by their response or it could yield negative 
responses as explained earlier. 
 
The closest humanity has come to the brink of such calamity, as Lucy Warner 
argues was during the Second World War in the pursuit to manufacture the 
world’s first nuclear weapon – the atom bomb32. As a case study, Warner 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 In 1939, a small group of scientists uncovered the chain reaction possibilities of splitting 
atoms of uranium and began work on a nuclear reactor. Knowing the military relevance of 
their work, the scientists sought to warn President Roosevelt before their German 
colleagues could put a nuclear weapon in the hands of Hitler. The relatively unknown 
scientists enlisted renowned scientist Albert Einstein to assist crafting a letter and Dr. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Alexander Sachs to hand deliver it to President Roosevelt. Being a personal acquaintance to 
the President, Sachs chose to paraphrase the scientific jargon of the original message and 
explained to Roosevelt some of the potential benefits of nuclear energy in relation to power 
and medicine. With the President unconvinced, Sachs promptly told Roosevelt that if the 
Americans didn’t build the first nuclear weapon immediately, someone else would (i.e. the 
Germans). Roosevelt promptly jumped to action and the rest is history. 
 
Figure 52 - Isaac Cordal, Follow the Leader, 2009-2011, installation of cement figurines placed 
in various international locations including London, UK (2009) and Berlin (2011). 	  
Figure 53 - Isaac Cordal, Waiting for Climate Change, 2013, 14 floating figures. Exhibited at 
Château des ducs de Bretagne, Nantes. France. 	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identifies a couple of differences and similarities between communicating the 
threat of the atom bomb and the “slowly ticking time-bomb of climate change” 
that could serve as a “cautionary tale for climate communicators” (2007, 167). 
Arguably, the proliferation of nuclear energy both as a ‘clean energy’ source 
and as a weapon of war threatens global security. However, the backstory of 
how the atomic bomb was created illustrates the complexities and ambiguities 
of communicating risk between scientists and world leaders including the 
challenge of framing messages accordingly. It also highlights the importance of 
identifying appropriate messages to deliver sensitive and potentially 
distressing messages to translate alarm into action (2007, 168).  
 
Clearly, numerous agendas drove American nuclear proliferation during the 
Second World War, and it was undoubtedly a different context to the climate 
change scenario. Instead of a small group of scientists trying to deliver a 
message of urgency, climate change has thousands. Rather than convincing 
one political leader, there are hundreds of disparate leaders with competing 
and conflicting priorities and seven billion people at risk to engage. And, 
instead of a small covert operation, climate change discourse is rigorously 
debated in political and media forums locally, nationally and internationally. 
With the majority of players feigning concern, window-dressing their inert 
action and whitewashing their dirty laundry to protect self-interest, it is a 
greater challenge for climate change communicators and the public to see 
through the smoke and mirrors.  
Art, however, has the capacity to transcend socio-geographical boundaries and 
unpack some of the complexity and uncertainty of climate change through 
meaningful representations that speak to the heart as well as the mind. 
Engaging with affect is fundamental in this process as it amplifies our 
awareness of what we are experiencing. Art that ‘moves’ us transmits feelings 
and thoughts into something that compels us into a response. For those 
involved in the communication of critical environmental issues (including 
artists), this can be a powerful means of engagement. However, it is limited in 
isolation. Support mechanisms can help to ensure the response leads to 
positive and sustainable change with greater environmental and social 
resonance. The more we do now to mitigate our responses to climate change, 
the less we have to adapt to changing conditions. And, the more we do to 
adapt, the less likely we will suffer the consequences of climate impacts. 
 
In the next section, I will discuss some of the invested parties in climate 
change communication and some of their methods to amplify or cloud 
messaging. This will lead into a more extensive discussion on the 
opportunities to transform the ecologies of climate change engagement and 
opportunities for art to intersect. 
 
____ 
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THE ORATORS AND MERCHANTS OF CLIMATE CHANGE 
COMMUNICATION
 
Our discordant conversations about climate change reveal, at a 
deeper level, all that makes for diversity, creativity and conflict 
within the human story – our different attitudes to risk, 
technology and well-being; our different ethical, ideological and 
political beliefs; our different interpretations of the past and our 
competing visions of the future.   
- Mike Hulme (2009) 
  
There are a number of invested players in climate change communication. The 
emphasis in public discourse on climate change leads toward discussion on the 
science. Knight suggests, however, that freedom is actually what is being 
argued about (2013, preface). Self-interest, conflicting values and hidden 
agendas are common enough motivations evident in the ways some seek to 
enhance our understanding of the science, while others distort it unknowingly, 
or worst of all, intentionally. Moreover, the uncertainty, complexity and 
unpredictability of climate change has contributed to making the issue 
susceptible to strategic marketing and communication than effective policy, 
ethics or science research.  
 
Earlier in this section, I addressed some of the unique barriers communicators 
face in engaging audiences to the risks associated with the impacts of climate 
change. Further to this, I will now turn to some of those who are 
Figure 54 - John Quigley, 
Melting Vitruvian Man, 2011, 
installation of copper strips 
in the formation of Leonardo 
DaVinci’s 500 year-old 
drawing, 800km south of the 
North Pole. Commissioned 
by Greenpeace.  
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disseminating information (and misinformation) about climate change, their 
potential motives and what can be learned from the persuasiveness of their  
‘techniques’, before asking what kind of bearing this might have on art as a 
form of communication of climate change - since art itself is also apart of this 
complex matrix. 
 
I use the term ‘orators’ to identify those with public presence and rhetorical 
skill to captivate large audiences. These include celebrities and Hollywood box 
office films, media and advertising, organized and non-government global 
social justice and grassroots environmental groups (e.g. GetUp!, Avaaz, 
Change.org, Occupy Movement, artists working collaboratively with activist 
groups like Greenpeace (e.g. John Quigley’s Melting Vitruvian Man, Fig. 54) 
and those I will discuss in relation to 350.org, etc. Even with limited resources, 
the orators possess an affective ability to speak to the hearts and minds of their 
audiences and/or to influence attitudes and behaviour. Oreske’s term 
‘merchants’ can be identified with an influential minority of people from 
developed countries who control the majority of global wealth. Such 
merchants predominantly trade information in a free market system style, 
where short-term economic gains for elite minority stakeholder groups are 
prioritised over the longer-term welfare of millions. Climate change presents 
unique risks and opportunities for these merchants who possess affluence and 
power with corporate, media and political leverage to protect their 
investments and self-interest. 
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Silent Spring 
 
The road we have long been traveling is deceptively easy, a 
smooth superhighway on which we progress with great speed, 
but at its end lies disaster.  
– Rachel Carson (2012) 
 
The perception of climate change 
risk is mediated through these 
various orators and merchants in 
ways that affect our reactions and 
responses. Many 
environmentalists involved in 
early climate change advocacy 
were already active in 
environmental activism stemming 
from the 1960’s, following the release of Rachel Carson’s seminal book Silent 
Spring (1962). This influential and highly controversial book raised alarm to 
the effects of indiscriminate chemical pesticide use, namely the aerial spraying 
of DDT, to the food chain including insects, birds and fish. It is also set a 
precedent in the communication of environmental concerns. 
 
In the early 1960’s, thousands of birds were dying at a startling rate in the UK 
and the USA. Several suggestions were raised as to the cause – biological, 
viruses, poisoning, etc. – until biologist Rachel Carson published her well-
researched book exposing and denunciating post-war industrial agricultural 
practices. The critical issue with DDT lay in its capacity to contaminate and 
disrupt the food chain, creating a ripple effect throughout an ecosystem. Its 
interference with reproductive systems caused by the accumulation of the 
poison in animal tissue was the greatest concern, as it transferred from species 
to species and thus travelled through the food chain to eventually affect 
human health. 
 
Science and technological advancements were symbolic of agricultural 
prosperity in the new free world and the public held trust in the experts. 
Carson exposed these same “experts to public scrutiny and [made] it clear they 
had not done their homework, and at worst they had withheld the truth” about 
the ecological risks of pesticide use (McKie, 2012). In a battle reminiscent of a 
David and Goliath-style struggle, American chemical companies launched an 
invasive public media assault to discredit her research. She was publicly 
mocked for being a hysterical spinster who had overstepped her place as a 
woman (2012). Their plan backfired. The belligerent sexism against a highly 
accomplished biologist and writer during a period of mounting feminist 
consciousness led to many mobilising in her defence. The hype and furore in 
the media led to over a million copies of Silent Spring being sold and pressure 
on the USA government to investigate Carson’s claims. The resulting report 
Figure 55 - Detail of Penn Salt chemicals 
advertisement “DDT is good for me-e-e!” in 
Time magazine, 30 June 1947.	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vindicated her work and within ten years, DDT was banned in the USA and 
shortly after in the UK.  
Silent Spring is now widely regarded as one of the  “most effective 
denunciations of industrial malpractice ever written and widely credited with 
triggering popular ecological awareness” internationally (McKie, 2012), with 
NGO groups like Friends of the Earth and Greenpeace directly crediting the 
book for instigating their cause. It is arguably one of the most influential 
environmental books ever published, because of Carson’s ability to engage the 
literary imagination with her use of metaphor and rhetoric to captivate 
audiences. She helped to galvanise public support for the environment by 
synthesising and presenting complex information in a format that was 
accessible to broad audiences using styles that were relational and meaningful. 
There are many lessons to be learned from the Carson case. We now know 
that vested commercial interests will attempt to cloud the truth through covert 
and foul tactics and that media sensationalism can sway public awareness and 
pressure policy makers. We also know that governments are likely to choose 
inaction until pushed from below by popular public opinion. And lastly and 
importantly, literary styles that capture the collective imagination are effective 
delivery mechanisms for disseminating complex environmental information. 
Figure 56 - Rachel Carson testifying before the Senate 
Government Operations subcommittee studying 
pesticide spraying (June 4, 1963). 
Figure 57 - A plane spraying alfalfa fields in the 
USA with DDT, 1940’s. 
Figure 58 - Special tractor for DDT spraying, 1948. 
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Environmental communication in the Information Age 
 
Fifty years ago, prior to the Information Age, the world population was less 
than half than it is now. Unlimited access to information at unprecedented 
speed has since transformed how we keep abreast of current events and issues. 
On one hand, bloggers, tabloids and sensationalism cast good journalism and 
peer-reviewed publications aside, elbowing each other for advertising dollars 
and readership. While social media can be used by denialists or those with 
vested interests to spread doubt and confusion, it can also be a means of 
advocating collective action on climate change. Like the issue of pesticide use 
in the 1960’s, we have another case of history repeating itself with climate 
change. As Noami Oreskes and Erik M. Conway explain in Merchants of 
Doubt, there are “small numbers of people can have large negative impacts, 
especially if they are organized, determined and have access to power” (2010, 
213). They keep controversy alive through the deliberate obfuscation of the 
issues, which have direct influence on public opinion and policymaking. They 
are the ‘spin doctors’ of issues like the dangers of tobacco smoking, the hole in 
the ozone layer, acid rain and currently fracking, GMO foods and 
neonicotinoids33. Funded by corporations and conservative foundations, these 
‘merchants’ exist to block any resistance threatening their business-as-usual.  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 Neonicotinoid insecticides by volume are 10,000 times more powerful than DDT and are 
known to be the major cause of declining pollinator species including colony collapse 
disorder in bees (Monbiot, 2013). The chemical companies (i.e. Bayer and Monsanto) 
responsible for the manufacturing and use of neonicotinoid insecticides are already 
Their tactics to silence brave whistle-blowers and scientific consensus are 
covert and deliberate, as proven with the ‘Climategate34’ scandal during the 
2009 Copenhagen negotiations. In each case, the merchants use the same 
method: “discredit the science, disseminate false information, spread 
confusion and promote doubt” (McKie, 2010). They launch pervasive 
publicity campaigns that strategically emphasise opinion over evidence to sow 
seeds of doubt about scientific accuracy and consensus. Science in itself is not 
about opinion as it is “tested through scientific research – experiments, 
experience, and observation – research that is then subject to critical review by 
a jury of scientific peers” (Oreskes and Conway, 2010, 32). This is the 
foundation of ethical research. However, industry doubt mongering works 
because “we think science is about facts - cold, hard, definite facts. If someone 
tells us that things are uncertain, we think that means that the science is 
muddled. This is a mistake. There are always uncertainties in any live science, 
because science is a process of discovery” (2010, 34). This certain doubt in 
science is crucial for advancing scientific discovery. It is called curiosity or 
healthy skepticism, “but it also makes science vulnerable to misrepresentation, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
culpable in publicising misleading information and threatening whistleblowers. In April 
2013, half of the EU member states enacted a 2-year ban on the use of three varieties of 
neonicotinoids. 
34 Known as ‘Climategate’, a server at the Climatic Research Unit at the University of East 
Anglia was hacked leaking thousands of emails and files all over the Internet creating a 
major distraction to the important international climate talks.  
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because it is easy to take uncertainties out of context and create the impression 
that everything is unresolved” (2010, 34). 
Credibility is essential for doubt mongering in a public campaign. To 
successfully sow seeds of doubt in the public mind, the counter evidence has to 
be plausible and trustworthy, and the best way to do this is to enlist scientists. 
The strategic pattern of denialists ,as Oreskes explains, is for a small group of 
dissenting scientists to contradict the severity of the issue and to assert that the 
uncertainties of the science do not substantiate government action. For 25 
years, the opposition through their ‘divide and conquer’ techniques drove a 
wedge in political and public perception to the severity of climate change – 
since 1988, when James E. Hansen gave his infamous testimony at the USA 
congressional hearings on climate change and consequently the same year 
when the IPCC was formed. As Oreskes and Conway argue, “there are many 
reasons why the United States has failed to act on global warming, but at least 
one is the confusion raised by Bill Nierenberg, Fred Seitz, and Fred Singer35” 
(Oreskes and Conway, 2010, 214). The details of their long campaign as 
skeptics of global warming far exceed the mandate of this exegesis. However, 
by highlighting their modus operandi and provocations for debunking climate 
science, it becomes evident that climate change communicators are 
contending with much more than getting the science right and it is not limited 
to the USA.  
 
The crux of their argument is to capitalise on the uncertainty and 
unpredictability of science; to question the political motivation behind the 
research; and to create the public appearance of strife in the science 
community (e.g. through personal attacks, email hacking as in ‘Climategate’, 
etc.). Rather than addressing the insurmountable evidence supporting 
anthropogenic climate change, the critics are more interested in protecting the 
rights and freedoms of a small minority of vested interests and their aligned 
values. As Oreskes and Conway explain, the dissenting scientists like Singer, 
Nierenberg and Seitz, believe that there is a hidden socialist agenda that 
threatens freedom and this what they are working to protect. However, what is 
largely interpreted as infighting within the science community to politicians 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 All were heads of major USA science research institutes with controlling influence in the 
Whitehouse. Singer, especially is known as the ‘bête noire’ of climate science. 
Figure 59 - Banksy, I don't 
believe in global warming, 
2009, street art, Regent's 
Canal in Camden, North 
London. This artwork is a 
response to the disastrous 
Great Britain and Ireland 
floods (November) and the 
subsequent failure at the 
COP 15 negotiations in 
Copenhagen (December). 	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and the public is actually a minority of scientists that think saving the 
environment will only lead the free world back to the dark ages or even worse, 
serfdom. Defending the free-world is just an extension of their life’s work and 
climate change the current threat to the free-world (Oreskes, 2011, 4). What 
links this all together is the fact that the think tanks that fund their research 
are organisations and corporations who stand a lot to lose in this fight.  
 
The prevailing assumption is that the minorities of dissenting scientists are 
corrupted by economic gains from the wealthy giants of industry. This is not 
always the case. For distinguished physicists like Singer, Seitz, Nierenberg and 
others, their motivations are not monetary. Their reasons are ideological 
“driven by ‘free market fundamentalism’ – the endpoint of a wide spectrum of 
beliefs that can be broadly categorised as modern neoliberalism”, a fixation on 
economic liberalisation, free trade, open markets and privatisation to solve 
economic and social problems (Oreskes, 2011, 3). This set of beliefs “focus on 
the value of deregulation and releasing the so-called ‘magic of the 
marketplace’” (2011, 3). Arguably, the repeal of the Australian carbon tax in 
2014 by the Abbott Government was due to this rationale. 
 
Another strategy is to launch a ‘balance campaign’, pressuring journalists to 
“write ‘balanced’ stories, giving equal weight to the industry position – even 
though that position is not supported by scientific evidence” (Oreskes, 2011, 
3). While there are thousands of scientists sounding the alarm to climate 
change, they are often given equal exposure in the media to a handful of 
dissenting others. This is what Max and Jules Boykoff call ‘information bias’, 
“that the ideal of balance leads journalists to give minority views more 
credence than they deserve” (Oreskes and Conway, 2010, 215). It is not fair 
representation, but something merchants capitalise on. Objective journalism 
knows that there is more than one side to every story and it is the professional 
and ethical responsibility of journalists to deliver news that is accurate, 
unbiased and independent of external interests (Associated Press Managing 
Editors, 2008). However, media oligopolies reduce the diversity and quality of 
news and with so many channels to disseminate news, the fact is – hype, 
controversy and emotionally charged stories attract readership in non-peer 
reviewed outlets.  
 
The public gleans specific knowledge about current scientific issues 
predominantly from media sources on television, in print and online. The 
“media do not operate as a neutral conveyor of scientific knowledge to a 
passive audience. They actively and continuously engage in framing, filtering, 
and interpreting messages about climate change using affective and emotive 
language and imagery” (Hulme, 2009, 219). There is a tendency to hook 
viewers with a human-interest angle or highlight controversial discourses in a 
tabloid fashion. While this is not necessary a recent development in news 
reporting, increasingly in the communication of climate change there are 
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issues with “media developments…fragmenting audiences and diluting the 
authority of traditional institutions of science and politics” (2009, 223). 
 
In a 2008 study in the UK on representations of climate change in mainstream 
tabloid newspapers between 2000-2006, “data show[ed] that news articles on 
climate change were predominantly framed through weather events [i.e. insect 
outbreaks, heat waves, drought, etc.], charismatic mega-fauna [such as polar 
bears on melting icecaps] and the movements of political actors and rhetoric, 
while few stories focused on climate justice and risk36” (Boykoff, 2008, 549). 
Additionally, of the articles reporting on climate change, the tone of the 
headlines emphasised fear, misery and doom. This is because journalists have 
become increasingly accustomed to pre-packaged information, predominantly 
from public relations companies, professionals, industry, other news agencies 
and social media (Anderson, 2011, 538). Stories that may have once been 
covered by journalists specialising in environmental issues, are now being 
replaced by generalist and political affairs journalists with limited depth of 
understanding of the complex issues (2011). This form of journalism can 
directly hinder public understanding and awareness of climate change issues 
along with mitigation and adaptation. And, in light of the Rupert Murdoch 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 One might question the relevance of this study in terms of its focus on tabloids over 
broadsheet news. However, it is extremely significant as the tabloid papers in the UK outsell 
broadsheet papers 10:1.  
scandal37 Anderson argues, public trust in mainstream media sources is at an 
all time low (2011)38. Their hegemonic sphere of influence is wavering, which 
now arguably and inadvertently presents an opportunity for art. 
____ 
 
 
The social media paradox 
 
No snowflake in an avalanche ever feels responsible.  
– Stanislaw Jerzy Lec (1968) 
 
The future will likely vindicate the work of the thousands of climate scientists. 
This could, however, turn out to be something of a pyrrhic victory, since so 
much valuable time has been wasted. Those that sense the urgency or have 
direct understanding of the complexities of climate change are making 
headway in raising awareness through unconventional means, despite the 
critics, ineffective policy and media oligarchies. A new power in the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 In July 2011, the British Government launched an inquiry into allegations of illegal phone 
hacking and bribery against International media mogul Rupert Murdoch’s News Corp, 
leading to numerous arrests and convictions. 
38 In Australia, even with declining daily circulation rates between the two competing news 
conglomerates News Limited and Fairfax, metropolitan tabloid-style newspapers are 
outselling broadsheet papers 4:1. Source: Audit Bureau of Circulations, AdNews Online, 15 
February 2013 
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environmental and social justice revolution is social media39. The pervasive 
nature of this medium is revolutionising our communication patterns in 
complex ways. On one the hand, social media is predominantly participatory 
which Kaplan and Haenleins argue democratises the Internet (2010, 61). The 
instantaneousness of exchange minimises geographical distances and expands 
time and productivity as it is operational 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 
days a year.  
 
Grassroots and non-government environmental and social justice groups40 
realise the participatory democratic value of social media for activist purposes 
including advocacy, mobilisation, raising awareness and funds. Take for 
instance The Climate Council crowdfunding campaign. In 2013, when the new 
federal government dismantled The Climate Commission, the only 
independent body providing current climate change research and information 
to Australians, the public responded. Through a highly public social media 
campaign, the newly established Climate Council grew out of the ashes of the 
former Climate Commission after raising over $1 million dollars in one week 
from crowdfunding.  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 Social media consists of a group of Internet-based applications using Web 2.0 as a 
platform that allows for user-generated content exchange and creation. They include blogs, 
wikis, content communities (e.g. YouTube, Instagram, Pintrest), social networking sites 
(e.g. Facebook, Twitter, FourSquare), collaborative projects (e.g. Wikipedia), virtual game 
and social worlds (e.g. Second Life) and are reliant on web-based and mobile technologies. 
40 E.g. Avaaz, 350.org, GetUp!, Desmog Blog, Change.org and OurSay.org 
As Gladwell explains, social media is “making it easier for the powerless to 
collaborate, coordinate, and give voice to their concerns” (2010, 2). Social 
media is tool reshaping activism, “where activists were once defined by their 
causes, they are now defined by their tools” (2010, 2). These organisations 
accrue membership through strategic social media campaigns and making 
connections via networks. In this sense, “the profits which accrue from 
membership in a group are the basis of the solidarity which make them 
possible” (Bourdieu, 1986, 248). Our acquaintances and ‘friends’ are a 
continual source of information and by associating with similar causes though 
‘likes’ and ‘following’, “it’s the kind of commitment that will bring only social 
acknowledgement and praise” (2010, 6). For both the generator and end-user, 
social media is a source of infinite wealth if we consider Bourdieu’s notion of 
‘social capital’: 
the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are 
linked to possession of a durable network of more less 
institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and 
recognition…which provides each of its members with the 
backing of the collectivity-own capital, a “credential” which 
entitles them to credit, in the various sense of the word. These 
relationships may exist only in the practical state, in material 
and/or symbolic exchanges which help to maintain them. They 
may be socially instituted and guaranteed by the application of 
a common name…and by a whole set of instituting acts 
designed simultaneously to form and inform those who 
undergo them; in this case, they are more less really enacted 
and so maintained and reinforced, in exchanges” (1986, 248).  
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On the other hand, one of the leading challenges for environmental 
communicators using social media is how to effectively transcend the interface 
from online engagement to offline action. Gladwell contends that in low-risk 
situations, online activism is resilient and adaptable, but lacks accountability 
and organisation like hierarchical high-risk activism (2010, 7-8). The 
ubiquitous circulation of information tends to inhibit deep engagement with 
the issues. This is a paradox of social media. It is a communication tool, but it 
is also one of the lowest social forms of dialogue and exchange. It lacks facial 
expression, tone, voice and posture, which is important to creating an affective 
response in communication. Social media as a tool “makes it easier for 
activists to express themselves, and harder for that expression to have any 
impact. There is a fine line between keeping users engaged and overwhelming 
them until they disengage. The instruments of social media are well suited to 
making the existing social order more efficient…[however,] they are not a 
natural enemy of the status quo” (2010, 9-10). It could be argued that the same 
could be said about certain forms of art and how effective it is at transcending 
engagement beyond traditional exhibition and presentation spaces into 
broader public engagement and sustainable action. This however, is a matter 
of debate and contingent upon context. 
 
Armchair critics, spectators and activists are rapidly replacing the 
conventional and authoritative voice of journalism and media in different 
ways for different purposes. In virtual space, information is generated and 
Figure 60 -LinkedIn Network Visualisation Analysis, Jen Rae, 12 December 2014, screen 
shot. Generated through Socilab. This illustration depicts my LinkedIn social media 
network and outreach possibilities to connect people and disseminate information. Each 
coloured node is an individual in my network. The grey lines indicate bridges between 
nodes and clusters. In this case, the clusters represent my networks in the arts, the 
environmental movement, academia and social enterprise with numerous outliers. 
Multiply my network by the hundreds of followers of NGO, grassroots and social justice 
groups online and their expanded networks, and you get a clearer perspective of how 
interconnected we are globally to propagate information. 	  	  	  
	  	   77 
shared at a rapid speed that traditional forms of media cannot contend with. 
The historical influence of journalists and media outlets as narrators of current 
events is decreasing as users find alternative sources online for news. The 
consequence is that much of this information is unreliable, unedited, biased 
and lacking a review process, making it more difficult to filter through the 
drivel in order to find a credible voice on critical environmental issues. The 
inescapabilty of this medium in our globalised world is also creating an ‘us and 
them’ dichotomy between those who are social media savvy and those 
unfamiliar with these rapidly evolving technologies.  
 
The earlier part of this section addressed the climate change communication 
crisis – barriers and challenges with a specific focus on issues relating to 
message framing, delivery method, messengers, interpretations and responses. 
This next section of the chapter examines some of the ways in which climate 
change communication is moving beyond past communication failures, to 
seek alternative opportunities and challenge conventional thinking, in order to 
capture the public imagination.  
____ 
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A CALL TO ARMS: TRANSFORMING THE ECOLOGIES OF 
CLIMATE CHANGE ENGAGEMENT 
 
The future may well be decided by the images of the future with 
the greatest power to capture our imaginations and draw us to 
them, becoming self-fulfilling prophecies. 
- Robert L. Olson41 (1995, 34) 
 
In today’s climate, “ecology must stop being associated with the image of a 
small nature-loving minority or qualified specialists” (Guattari, 2008, 52). 
Ecological citizenship and responsibility must encompass society as whole in 
thinking, attitude and action. It must challenge notions that the ‘greenies’ will 
take away our liberties and freedoms pushing us to back to the Dark Ages. Re-
imagining a sustainable future will take major efforts and using all of the 
resources and tools at our disposal to change our current trajectory. In actual 
fact, this is a call to arms. 
 
Effective communication of climate change is a challenging endeavour 
particularly when messages become convoluted by politics and fruitless 
emotional appeals. It challenges our social norms and cultural myths like the 
prevailing progress myth and the consumption-happiness myth discussed 
earlier in the chapter. In the past decade, climate change has become a high 
stakes and high profile issue operating within highly politicised spaces in the 
global climate science, policy and political arenas. Understanding the sense of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41 Olson is paraphrasing historian Frederik Polak (1973, 35).  
urgency, increased involvement from non-government groups have emerged 
to influence the climate change discussions offering a range of adaptation and 
mitigation actions to reduce human contributions to climate change. 
However, without a solid public understanding of the causes, the risks and 
impacts of climate change, “individuals are left with overwhelmingly 
frightening images of potential disastrous impacts, no clear sense of how to 
avert this potentially dark future, and therefore no way to direct urgency 
toward remedial action” (Guattari, 2008, 52).  
 
Several studies (Moser and Dilling, 2004, Leiserowitz, 2006, Lorenzoni et al., 
2007, Centre for Research on Environmental Decisions, 2009, O'Neill and 
Nicholson-Cole, 2009) have shown that effective engagement results through a 
combination of cognition, affect and behaviour working complementarily and 
synergistically. In order for the public to fully absorb climate science research,  
 
it must be actively communicated with appropriate language, 
metaphor, and analogy; combined with narrative storytelling; 
made vivid through visual imagery and experiential scenarios; 
balanced with scientific information; and delivered through 
trusted messengers in group settings (Centre for Research on 
Environmental Decisions, 2009).  
 
Understanding how climate change may influence people both intellectually 
and emotionally helps transform sustainable knowledge into effective action 
and sustainable practice. As I will elaborate later, artists are familiar with the 
translation of complex concepts that engage the mind, heart and body into 
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artworks that embody both aesthetic value and social meaning. Therefore, 
there are available resources in the form of artist skills, methods and tools that 
can contribute to the climate communication crisis, when supported and 
reinforced by other mechanisms. 
 
An objective of effective climate communication is to support adaptive 
behavioural change, and as Moser explains “a much finer understanding of the 
messenger and the audience is necessary to insure that the information 
conveyed or the dialogue occurring between them meets the desired goals of 
the interaction” (Moser, 2010, 37). The intended outcome of the interaction is 
essential for the design of the communication strategy and its effectiveness. 
The purpose and scope of climate change communication is to inform and 
educate, to achieve some sort of positive social response and/or action, and to 
influence change in social norms and cultural values (Moser, 2010, 38). Media 
sources provide the basic function of informing and educating, but as 
discussed earlier, it can be problematic. Some organisations are achieving 
results through methods of communication that translate values into action 
(e.g. cost saving, better lifestyle, peace of mind, security, etc.). Their approach 
might be two-fold (e.g. serving economic interest as well as environmental as 
in the selling of household rainwater tanks), but in this case, pro-
environmental action is better than inaction.  
 
Once-off actions do not always influence overall social norms or cultural 
values. This requires a deeper level of engagement with greater investment and 
context-specific modification to the communication strategy. It is less 
immediate and requires pervasive conditioning over time, however “if 
accompanied by supportive policy, infrastructure, pricing signals, and 
technological changes, theses efforts can have far reaching effects” than those 
initial actions (Moser, 2010, 38). One successful example of this deeper 
engagement, through robust communication strategies, reinforced with 
legislation and technological changes in the automotive industry, is the 
transition to compulsory seatbelt use in motor vehicles. 
 
The stakes are clearly very much higher with climate change, but a robust 
approach such as the seatbelt transition is needed. The important thing to 
consider with the mandatory seatbelt legislation is that it didn’t occur over 
night. However, it was a significant issue that impacted the public, 
government, law enforcement and industry. At the same time, it was an issue 
that successfully used tailored messaging to appeal to culturally diverse 
audiences to create a deeper level of response. Climate change communication 
requires a similar approach – with tailored messaging to accommodate 
different audiences with “distinct frames, goals, messages and 
messengers…that resonates with, and can bring together, different audiences 
to work in coalition toward a common” object/goal, etc. (Moser, 2010, 39). 
Framing is critical. The way in which the information is presented will directly 
influence how it is interpreted – “frames construct a problem, provide a 
perspective from which to interpret it, even help us perceive some aspects of it, 
while disregarding or overlooking others, and deeply influence how persuasive 
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we find the information being communicated. Frames are triggered by words, 
imagery, symbols and non-verbal cues such as a messenger, music, tone of 
voice, and gestures” (Moser, 2010, 39). Therefore the message and the 
messenger are as equally important as framing to the delivery and 
interpretation of information. This is the context that most artists are familiar 
negotiating with.  
 
Due to the complexity and uncertainty of climate change, it is essential to 
consider what messages are relevant and digestible for audiences with different 
values and knowledge about climate change42. Certain messages resonate with 
different audiences and can evoke affective responses as they are often 
accompanied with variations in tone, gestures, images, text and/or music. 
Therefore the messages are “more than the words or information conveyed” 
(Moser, 2010, 40). In the communication of risk in relation to climate issues, 
O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole contend that empowering strategies are more 
effective than approaches that use fear, threat or penalty tactics, as the latter 
can evoke negative affective responses (2009). Regardless of the mode of 
communication, it is critical that messages are underpinned by consistency 
that capture the target audience’s attention as “for some, suspense will work, 
for others humour or a surprising punch line: compelling imagery, or the 
allusion to an historical opportunity or challenge, or tapping into people’s 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 Climate change messages can include providing information about ways to mitigate and 
adapt climate risks such as measures to reduce household ecological footprints or 
information on products or food sources. 
curiosity through intriguing facts” (Moser and Dilling, 2004, 40, Witmarsh et 
al., 2011). 
 
Trusted messengers or sources of information also play a vital role in the 
interpretation of information as they establish credibility, though it is clearly 
contingent upon the context and audience. As Witmarsh et al. explain, public 
engagement should manifest in multiple forms, through diverse methods, 
involving collaboration and the partnering of various social actors as this 
“enables engagement to take place across different temporal and spatial 
scales”, thus reinforcing the valuable roles individuals and communities play 
in pro-environmental transitioning (2011, 270-273). Social actors can include 
high profile celebrities, experts, educators or other credible individuals in a 
selected community group, with emerging roles for people in creative 
disciplines. At the same time, word-of-mouth between members of a 
community can also validate messaging as it creates a positive feed-back-loop 
reinforcing the original messaging. These forms of communication have 
greater power to affect change than many conventional forms of information 
distribution. 
 
Imagine the outcome in the 1960’s if resistance to the Vietnam War and 
mandatory military conscription was disseminated through flyers in the post 
box. Instead, the resistance was filtered through multiple platforms through 
numerous social players - largely due to the fact that it was a televised war that 
brought the atrocious images of war to households across the Western world. 
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The iconic pictures of the Vietnam War protests show hundreds of thousands 
of people mobilised in opposition - hippies, military veterans, students and the 
public with placards with peace signs, give peace a chance and love not war 
painted on them. There were ‘love/sit ins’, marches, draft dodgers, acts of civil 
disobedience, rallies and there was fashion and music. Bright colours, long 
hair and bellbottoms defined a ‘flower power’ culture resistant to war and 
oppression. Pop anthems of the 1960’s were also thematic protest songs – like 
Bob Dylan’s Blowin’ in the Wind (1962), Creedance Clearwater Revival’s 
Fortunate Son (1969) and John Lennon’s Give Peace a Chance (1969) and 
Imagine (1971) amongst hundreds of others. In the 1980’s, civil activist action 
turned their attention to issues like sexism, homophobia, AIDS, and apartheid 
amongst emerging environmental threats like the Franklin River Dam, 
uranium mining and nuclear testing in Australia.  
 
What makes these issues different from climate change is that they were visible 
threats with powerful human influence, visions for change, a means to engage 
with the issue from the local to the global and there were visible outcomes. 
They also occurred pre-internet and on the cusp of globalisation, where there 
were more face-to-face interactions that tend to be “more persuasive and 
impactful on personal behaviour than mass-media(ted) communication” 
(Moser, 2010, 41). The impact of cultural activity/activism in raising awareness 
and inspiring people to take action is often overlooked because of its 
grassroots and non-conformist structure. It has fluidity that constantly evolves 
based on the players at any given moment. The challenge is to keep the 
longevity of the momentum. Numerous significant achievements of this form 
of cultural activity, unified with grassroots activism, have challenged 
contentious social, environmental and economic issues by using music, 
anthems, poetry, compelling photographs, art and film to capture the 
collective imagination of the public. The affective capacity of art has been 
valued for centuries to inspire and motivate people into response and action. 
Historically, a wide-range of artists and artworks have helped to catalyse social 
change either intentionally or as a result of their work. Examples include 
Charles Dickens’ novels that inspired the creation of child labour laws and 
Uncle Tom’s Cabin, which was described by Abraham Lincoln as “the little 
book that started the Civil War” that eventually led to the abolishment of 
slavery in America. George Catlin’s paintings and lithographs are credited 
with the creation of the national park system in the USA, and Pablo Picasso’s 
painting Guernica brought the tragedies of the Spanish civil war to the world’s 
attention. Randy Newman’s song Burn on Big River Burn On drew public 
attention to the burning of the Cuyahoga River, giving rise to the creation of 
the Environmental Protection Agency and the Clean Water Act in the USA. 
And, the liberation music of the South African apartheid transcended 
continental borders into the hearts and consciousness of the global 
community and eventuated into the divestment movement in the UK and 
USA43.  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43 Archbishop Desmond Tutu asserts it was the divestment movement that played the most 
significant role in liberating South Africa. When corporations aren’t swayed by morality, 
they understand the logic of money (Tutu, 2002). The divestment movement was a 
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Could you vote for a party that would destroy this? 
 
After years of strategic non-violent activism to protect the Franklin River by 
activist and community groups, one photograph became a greatly affective 
image that captured the collective imagination of Australians.  
 
On 2 March 1983, the Tasmanian Wilderness Society published Peter 
Dombrovskis’ soon to become iconic photograph Morning Mist, Rock Island 
Bend (Dombrovski 1979, Fig. 61) in Australian newspapers with the caption 
‘Could you vote for a party that would destroy this?’ in a last ditch effort to 
protect the Tasmania’s last wild river and ecosystem from a major river dam 
project by the Tasmanian Hydro-Electric Commission. Dombrovskis’ 
photograph captured an area that would be submerged and eternally destroyed 
by the proposed Gordon-below-Franklin dam. This image struck an emotional 
chord with the voting public of Australia and helped to change the course of 
the 1983 federal election (McIntyre and Wisbey, 2008). Three days after the 
publication, Australian Labour Party leader Bob Hawke won the election and 
immediately passed regulations to protect the Franklin River and to 
immediately cease excavation and dam activities.  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
grassroots movement of ordinary people who pressured corporations, unions, consumer 
goods retailers and universities to divest in South African commodities. After increasing 
pressure, institutions pulled their portfolios and investments in the nation. The 
international economic threat forced the South African government to change policy and 
end the apartheid regime. 
In some ways, the success of the Franklin River campaign is like a perfect 
storm where a rare combination of activities, social players and strategies 
converged at the right time and place. Dombrovskis’ photograph was the 
catalyst that ignited the call to action, supported by trusted messengers like 
Bob Brown and organisations like UNESCO and The Wilderness Society. The 
image visually heightened people’s awareness that this was an area worth 
protecting. With polling stations open, Morning Mist became a politically 
charged image that prompted people to take action to forever protect 
Tasmania’s last wild river. Dombrovskis’ photograph is now an iconic image 
Figure 61 - Peter Dombrovskis, Morning Mist, Rock Island Bend, Franklin River, 
Tasmania, 1979, photograph. 	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of the Tasmanian wilderness and an inspiration to environmental activists in 
Australia.  
__ 
Not so long ago polar bears were a symbol of cold, but these 
days they are a symbol of warmth. . .the newly helpless emblem 
of climate change.  
- Simon Garfield (2007) 
In contrast, the familiar images of climate change include keeling curves, 
scientific pie charts, graphs and maps. While effective in conveying complex 
data, they are often too abstract for the layperson to decipher, let alone extract 
meaning. Namely because numbers or ‘dry statistics’ fail to elicit emotion or 
appeal in the way images do (Manzo, 2010, 198). Another iconic image of 
climate change is the polar bear perilously balanced on a quickly melting 
iceberg. Barton describes the polar bear as the ‘serial killer of the Arctic’44 
(2008), so it is questionable as to why the predatorial polar bear is so prevalent 
in climate change imagery. One reason for the popular appeal of the polar bear 
looking helpless and exposed is that it “draws attention to the precariousness 
of their situation, thus heightening the viewers’ sense of the animals’ 
vulnerability to danger and threat” (Manzo, 2010, 198).  
For wildlife lovers, the polar bear in distress is affective, which in turn has 
made it the second most popular adopted animal through the World Wildlife 
44 Due to the polar bear being the world’s largest and fierce apex land predator. 
Fund after the orangutan (Barton, 2008). 
This sentimental representation tends to 
devalue polar bears as keystone predators. 
For other audiences, the polar bear is 
distant and therefore lacking affective 
appeal. It fails to provide justice to the 
broader picture and complexities of 
climate science, politics and culture. 
Nonetheless, in other representations the 
polar bear has become an appropriated 
icon of climate change, too often serving 
political and/or commercial interests and 
having little impact on the survival of this 
species or the environment. 
 Appropriated climate change imagery, 
such as the polar bear, is used in marketing campaigns to sell unrelated 
products like appliances, vehicles and cleaning products (see Fig. 63). The 
marketing industry recognises the importance of values in developing 
targeting strategies to tailor communications to audiences, which in turn 
drives consumer behavioural choices (Crompton, 2008). Take for instance as 
seen in Figure 64, the commercial advertisement for the Nissan Leaf electric 
vehicle (Nissan, 2010). In the commercial (reminiscent of a nature 
documentary), a polar bear embarks on an epic journey from a melting ice cap 
Figure 62 – Arne Naevra, Polar 
Meltdown, 2007, photograph. 
Ironically, this iconic climate change 
image won the photographer Shell 
Wildlife Photographer of the Year in 
2007 (as in Shell Oil, one of the 
major multinational corporations 
contributing to climate change). 
IMAGE REMOVED  
DUE TO COPYRIGHT 
RESTRICTIONS
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in the Arctic to what appears to be an American middleclass suburb. The polar 
bear approaches a man about to enter a Nissan Leaf and gives him a cuddly 
bear hug as if to thank him for his environmentally conscious decision to drive 
an eco-friendly vehicle - something he has the economic resources to 
purchase. The advertisement draw parallels between the polar bear and the 
climate crisis in hubristic manner that is intended to attract the socially 
conscious consumer. However, it is ironic that a car company critiques global 
warming in a car advertisement, when in fact the automotive manufacturing 
industry has been heavily criticised for decades for its contribution to green 
house gas emissions. In addition, Nissan also manufactures a broad range of 
sport utility vehicles, large trucks and V8 supercars, which are unsustainable 
petrol guzzlers. As I discussed earlier in relation to greenwashing, Nissan is not 
alone in the capitalisation of climate change through marketing campaigns.  
 
Global warming, climate change and sustainability have provided a wealth of 
subject matter for industries to market their products and services to 
consumers. However, as Crompton argues, there are lessons grassroots 
environmental groups can learn from the advertising industry, namely how 
intertwined identity and consumerism is with behavioural change. The 
advertising industry develop their marketing strategies to cultivate and 
reaffirm identity to sell their products and some grassroots non-government 
organisations with climate change advocacy mandates like WWF and 
Greenpeace are now using marketing methodologies to advocate for the 
environment (Fig. 65). WWF and Greenpeace are international organisations 
Figure 63 – Product advertisements with polar bear imagery, 2007 – 2014. Top row: 
General Motors Company and General Electric Café, Bottom Row: Toyota and Clorox. 
Figure 64 - Video still from a commercial for the Nissan Leaf 
electric vehicle, 2010.	  
IMAGE REMOVED DUE TO  
COPYRIGHT RESTRICTIONS 	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with expansive networks and greater budgets than most grassroots 
organisations and therefore can compete with the commercial industry for 
advertising space. Their strategies target audiences through the placements of 
clever and glossy advertisements in mainstream media and launching them in 
a timely fashion to coincide with important international climate negotiations. 
An example of this is the I’m sorry campaign by Tcktcktck and Greenpeace, 
which was released in the lead up to the 2009 Copenhagen IPCC gathering. In 
this campaign, advertisements with heads of states were installed throughout 
the Copenhagen International Airport in an effort to appeal to world leaders 
to secure a comprehensive and legally binding deal at the  
Copenhagen Climate Summit (see Figure 66). The ads also went viral through 
social media. Despite their efforts, international leaders failed to achieve 
consensus on such an agreement.  
 
As I have discussed throughout this chapter, the complexity and temporal 
nature45 of climate change makes it a challenging subject matter for visual 
communication. In their efforts to capture the international public 
imagination in their campaigns, Greenpeace and WWF often use imagery that 
presents nature and wildlife at risk or scenarios that elicit shock or fear such as 
the Stop the catastrophe campaign (in Fig. 65). The campaign advertisement 
depicts a lumberjack-like figure chopping down a tree shaped to look like a 
nuclear bomb explosion. The advertisement attempts to draw parallels 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
45 Limited by time. 
Figure 65 - Climate change campaign advertisements from WWF, Friends of the Earth and 
Greenpeace (2007 – 2014). 
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between catastrophic climate change and indiscriminate deforestation, which 
might be discernable to a lateral thinker. However, the affective power of this 
image also runs the risk of generating negative responses, such as cognitive 
dissonance, in viewers. A nuclear explosion is the epitome of a man-made 
catastrophe, something that has the potential to decimate everything in its 
wake. Equating this to the felling of a tree is hyperbolic and has the potential to 
generate cognitive and affective conflict in viewers, which may yield 
maladaptive responses. 
 
Nevertheless, both WWF and Greenpeace have achieved positive affective 
responses from their campaigns. For instance, in 2014 Greenpeace’s Save the 
Arctic campaign led to Lego ending their 50-year relationship with Shell Oil 
and WWF have done extensive work to raise awareness and protect 
endangered species. As Doyle points out, however, there are limitations for 
environmental groups who rely on visual imagery convey a form of truth in 
communicating climate change to motivate action. She suggests that “rather 
than proving that climate change is real through visual means, it might be 
more useful…to persuade the public that not all environmental problems can 
be seen” (Doyle, 2007, 147). 
 
Many of the problems relating to climate change are invisible, some occurring 
in isolated areas of the globe and others in discrete corporate offices. The 
grassroots organisation 350.org is also tapping into the consumer mindset and 
behaviour to raise awareness and to encourage local to global action by 
Figure 66 - Tcktcktck and Greenpeace's I'm Sorry campaign, 2009, poster 
advertisements placed in the Copenhagen International Airport in the lead up to the 
2009 Copenhagen Climate Summit. Aged state leaders include Barak Obama (USA), 
Angela Merkel (Germany), Gordon Brown (UK), Nicolas Sarkozy (France), Kevin 
Rudd (Australia), and Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva (Brazil) amongst many others. 
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applying pressure on policy makers and on those who profit from climate 
change. They do this through grassroots mobilisation, social media campaigns 
and petitions, DIY resource kits for individuals and groups and organising 
mass actions. Founded by author Bill McKibben46 in 2008, 350.org aims to 
build a global climate movement to encourage leaders to end global reliance 
on fossil fuels and reduce the amount of CO2 in the atmosphere from 400 
parts per million to under 350ppm. In 2010, they launched 350 eARTh: Art for 
the Climate, the world’s first global climate art project. It was to coincide with 
the UN international negotiations on climate change in Cancun, Mexico and 
to pressure negotiators to secure a legally binding agreement to curb CO2 
emissions at the talks. Global citizens mobilised to create large-scale 
installations that could be documented by satellites and posted on the 350.org 
website.  
 
Around the globe, individuals, community groups and artists coordinated 
projects. For instance, Icelandic artist Bjargey Ólafsdóttir used red organic 
food dye to create Red Polar Bear on the Langjökull Glacier, Iceland to speak 
about the impact of global warming on the polar bear (Fig. 67). Urban artist 
Jorge Rodriguez-Gerada mobilised citizens from the Delta del Ebro region to 
create the face of a young girl, symbolic of the people whose wellbeing relies 
on the survival of the Delta (Fig. 68). Radiohead’s lead singer Thom Yorke 
gathered 2,000 people in Brighton-Hove, UK to form the legendary image of a 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
46 Bill McKibben is an environmentalist and author who wrote one of the first books on 
climate change. 
Figure 67 - Bjargey 
Ólafsdóttir for 350 eARTh: 
Art for the Climate, Red Polar 
Bear, 2010.  
	  
Figure 68 - Jorge Rodriguez-
Gerada for 350 eARTH: Art 
for Climate Change, 2010. 
Figure 69 - Thom Yorke for 
350 eARTH: Art for the 
Climate, King Canute, 2010, 
Brighton-Hove, UK. 
IMAGE REMOVED DUE TO 
COPYRIGHT RESTRICTIONS 	   
IMAGE REMOVED DUE TO 
COPYRIGHT RESTRICTIONS 	   
IMAGE REMOVED DUE TO 
COPYRIGHT RESTRICTIONS 	   
	  	  88 
King Canute to comment on the vulnerability of the world’s oceans (Fig. 69). 
And, the Santa Fe Art Institute organised 1,000 people to raise blue tarps along 
the dry Santa Fe River bed to show what the river would look like if it had 
water. The river is one of the most endangered rivers in the USA due to 
climate change and mismanagement. It could be argued that these works do 
not constitute great works of art in their final incarnation. However, the 
processes in which the works were coordinated and materialised to raise alarm 
about impacts of climate change and CO2 emissions have greater impact on 
the collective consciousness of millions than “quibbling about [their] aesthetic 
limitations” (Williams, 2013/14, 22). Issues around the affective poetics and 
the aesthetics of necessity in the creation of environmental artworks will be 
further discussed in chapter 4.  
 
350.org’s grassroots campaigns have engaged hundreds of thousands of people 
worldwide with greater outreach resulting from publicity and social media. 
However, where they are achieving greatest 
impact in the climate movement is through 
their Go Fossil Free Divestment Campaign. 
This campaign aims at disrupting 
conventional consumer behaviour by 
challenging individuals and institutions to 
consider the ethical responsibilities behind 
their investing. The campaign calls on 
individuals and institutions to divest from companies that profit from fossil 
fuels and climate change, and is based on the divestment movement that 
helped to end apartheid in South Africa. In the 1970’s and 1980’s, 
corporations, universities and countries divested from companies doing 
business in South Africa. This had such a serious impact on the South African 
economy that it eventually toppled the government and led to the end of 
apartheid.  
 
350.org publically names companies that have a destructive influence on the 
climate and encourages investors to divest from them. According to a report 
on the fossil fuel divestment movement conducted by Oxford University’s 
Smith School of Enterprise and the Environment, the divestment campaigns 
work by attaching a social stigma to particular industry bodies. This stigma 
results in an increase of reputational risk for investors and forces them to 
weigh in the risk to their reputation versus the return on their investment 
(Ansar et al., 2013). Once a small group of investors start pulling funds in a 
project, the likelihood is that others will follow. This was the case recently in  
Australia with The Wilderness Society’s divestment campaign against the 
Tasmanian Gunn’s Pulp Mill (2004 -2009). Thousands of ANZ Bank 
customers threatened to close their accounts if the bank continued investment 
in the mill, which at the time used native forest wood. ANZ bank bowed to 
consumer pressure and withdrew their financial support to the mill. Currently, 
there are 350.org and other divestment campaigns targeting Australian banks 
major banks and superannuation funds with investments in fossil energy (see 
Figure 70 - 350.org Divestment Day 
2014 campaign poster. 	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Fig. 70).Through strategic campaigns that mobilise people through shared 
values, 350.org supply tools and resources to enable individuals and groups to 
launch innovative creative community projects that focus on identity and 
consumer spending power, as a way to build momentum in the climate 
movement.  
____ 
 
Hollywood is also emerging as a social player in climate change 
communication. You don’t necessarily need scientific accuracy when writing a 
screenplay for a Hollywood box office disaster movie about the end of the 
world. Hollywood has always had a fascination with apocalyptic and post-
apocalyptic disaster scenarios that appeal to fear. Alien invasions, killer 
tornadoes, asteroid collisions, nuclear meltdowns, pandemics all provide 
compelling dystopian narratives that sell tickets. However, in recent decades 
there are an increasing number of films with environmental narratives for 
audiences of ages47.  
 
One eco-disaster film that generated a furore of media controversy before its 
release was The Day After Tomorrow (2004). The film depicts a cataclysmic 
climate change scenario in which global warming has suspended the North 
Atlantic thermohaline circulation system (Gulf Stream), sparking a global 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47 Including Ice Age: The Meltdown (2006), Happy Feet (2006), Wall*E (2008) and 
Madagascar Escape 2 Africa (2008) and The Lorax (2012) Mad Max (1979), The Day the 
Earth Stood Still (1951, 2008),Waterworld (1995), Melancholia (2011), Hunger Games 
(2012), After Earth (2013), Elysium (2013) and World War Z (2013) amongst others. 
sequence of extreme weather events with 
catastrophic consequences. Politicians, 
scientists and advocacy groups debated 
through media about the scientific accuracy 
of the storyline and the political implications 
of the film. Concerns over public perception 
about climate change as told through this 
scenario prompted numerous alarming 
predictions, such as, the film would be so 
extreme that “the public would subsequently 
dismiss the entire issue of global warming as 
fantasy”; it would generate enough public 
hysteria in the USA to prompt a shift in leadership from George W. Bush to 
John Kerry; or the film would do more to raise awareness over climate change 
than any scientific report, documentary or newspaper (Leiserowitz, 2004, 23). 
Others predicted the film would carry no impact whatsoever on public 
perception on climate change. As a result of this controversy, a national study 
was conducted in the USA (and consequently in German, Britain and Japan) 
to test “the hypothesis that representations of risk in popular culture have a 
powerful influence on public risk perceptions – in some cases more powerful 
than official risk communications from scientists, government officials, or 
special interest groups” (2004, 24). This testing was based on the anecdotal 
evidence following the release of the fictional film Jaws (1975), which 
prompted a ripple effect of hysteria over public risk perceptions of shark 
Figure 71 - The Day After Tomorrow, 
2004, movie poster. 
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attacks. Even though statistical evidence to the contrary about shark behaviour 
and the minimal likeliness of being attacked by a shark, the theme song and 
imagery embedded in our cultural psyche still stokes fear and influences 
behaviour for many (Leiserowitz, 2004, 24). 
 
The Day After Tomorrow’s commercial success was similar to Jaws, grossing 
over half a billion dollars worldwide. There were informative results from the 
national survey providing evidence to the rhetorical power of fiction in 
popular culture to influence public attitudes and behaviours. First, the media 
controversy leading up to the film’s release created so much hype that it 
surpassed news coverage of the release of the 2001 IPCC report tenfold, which 
meant more moviegoers were exposed to the hype. Secondly, media sources 
generated numerous published accounts in relation to the film that besides 
entertainment and movie reviews also included noteworthy stories on the 
politics and climate science informing the narrative in the film. Those 
surveyed (approximately 10% of the USA population) provided information, 
which according to Leiserowitz suggested the film had “significant impacts on 
public risk perception and conceptual models [of climate change], behavioural 
intentions, political priorities and even voting intentions” (2004, 34). 
Moreover, the film generated a ‘positive feedback loop’, otherwise known as 
‘word of mouth’ or what Malcolm Gladwell calls ‘stickiness factor’ (2000), 
which is critical in shifting attitudes and behaviour for social change 
(Leiserowitz, 2004, 29). The survey only addressed this particular film and 
results from the United States varied from those conducted in Germany, Japan 
and Britain, and the long term influence on public perception on climate 
change remains unknown. The findings suggest that some of the viewers were 
able to draw parallels between “existing understandings and factual 
information on climate change” (Lowe, 2005, 453). Though this study only 
scratches the surface, it does demonstrate how the entertainment industry 
seemingly yielded better results on raising awareness than the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change call for improving climate change 
education (Reusswig, 2005, 43), especially since climate change was a relatively 
new phenomena in the public psyche in 2004.  
 
Nonetheless, raising awareness is only one component of climate change 
communication and unfortunately the film did not shift systemic social norms 
or cultural values in the way Silent Spring did in the 1960’s. This is conceivably 
due to three main reasons. First, human-induced pollution from the spraying 
of DDT for pest and disease control is a more concrete problem than climate 
change. There are direct correlations between cause and effect and also less 
stakeholder groups dealing with an issue less convoluted on a more localised 
level. Secondly, Carson’s style of relaying complex information to the average 
person was creative and greatly effective, as Margaret Atwood explains: 	  
[Carson] knew how to explain science to ordinary readers in a 
way that they could understand; she knew also that if you don’t 
love a thing you won’t save it, and her love for the natural world 
shines through everything she wrote. For Silent Spring – which 
she already knew would be her last tilt at the windmill – she 
polished all her rhetorical weapons, and synthesised a wide 
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range of research. She was able to combine a simple and 
dramatic presentation with a formidable array of backup 
statistics, and to forge a call to specific action (2012). 	  
Even though Carson used apocalyptic scenarios and language to appeal to 
readers, it was effective at the time because Western culture in the 1960’s had 
not been desensitised by fear-based media representations of disaster in the 
way contemporary culture is now. Television was only emerging to be an 
influential medium of storytelling in the 1960’s (MacGillivray, 2004, 70). Right 
in the beginning of chapter one ‘A Fable for Tomorrow’, she captivates her 
audience with a ‘once upon a time’ story of an American town that falls under 
a ‘shadow of death’ forewarning what the book will attempt to explain about 
“an imagined tragedy [that] may become a stark reality”(Carson, 2012). And 
lastly, the release and controversy of surrounding Silent Spring and Rachel 
Carson was timely as it coincided with the Soviet-American arms race and the 
women’s liberation movement. The arms race created underlying fears and 
heightened awareness in the American public about advancements in science 
and technology that could result in dire outcomes for humanity (The David 
Suzuki Foundation, 2012). At the same time, Carson’s book challenged 
patriarchal notions of progress that compromised the environment, which led 
to a misogynistic backlash from the agricultural and chemical industries and 
government stakeholders. Carson’s use of language in Silent Spring juxtaposed 
the ‘feminine’ personal with the ‘masculine’ impersonal. It spoke to everyday 
housewives about pollution, species loss and human cancers, and then 
contrasting this to the grey, faceless men of science and business as those 
responsible (MacGillivray, 2004, 45). This form of writing appealed to women 
and as Al Gore remembered, “it was one of those books we read at home at my 
mother’s insistence and then discussed around the dinner table…our 
conversations about Silent Spring are a happy and vivid memory (qtd. in 
MacGillivray, 2004, 61). So when the chemical industry and other critics used 
gender politics to debunk Carson’s work and her status as an accomplished 
woman of science, women rallied behind her. Carson along with Betty 
Friedan, whose ground breaking book The Feminine Mystique was released in 
1963, “gave voices to ordinary housewives”, thus empowering women and 
boosting the women’s liberation movement (MacGillivray, 2004, 107).  
____ 
 
Of the examples given, one clear distinction is evident – the grassroots 
environmental movements have infiltrated and influenced broad areas of 
social activity from the bottom up through timely and strategic campaigns. 
Through collective citizenship and public discourse channelled through 
various media platforms including art, pressure has been placed on industry 
and governments in ways that have shifted dominant economic and political 
interests. 
 
The challenge for climate change communicators is how to develop these 
strategies to create systemic change. A new ethos of ecological citizenship is 
needed and it can work in unison with the myth of progress and myth that 
consumption leads to happiness, but it will require all of the expertise and 
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innovation at our disposal to achieve this. One area that is relatively untapped 
is the arts.  
 
Artists, musicians and writers are familiar with negotiating complexity, risk 
and failure in the creation and production of their work. They are accustomed 
to working with challenging concepts and have the capacity to translate 
environmental information through various means that elicit deep affective 
responses. With reference to climate change, artists may offer alternative 
approaches to sustainability in collaboration with other disciplines, extending 
and enhancing scientific and technological information in ways that have the 
potential to activate cultural exchange, shift values and establish new 
mythologies. Art, when grounded in accurate science can offer more effective 
consideration and communication on climate change than science alone, 
which can be further augmented when audiences are given practical 
information about sustainability, how people can participate in mitigation 
processes and what responsibilities and opportunities are theirs. 
Climate change communication is an emerging field of scholarship in the 
social sciences and as Moser states “visual communication is a relatively new 
and understudied aspect of climate communication and holds both promise 
and important ethical implications for bringing the abstract issue of climate 
change ‘home’ through impactful imagery” (Moser, 2010, 42).  
 
As Bill McKibben asked, “Where are the books? The poems? The plays? The 
goddamn operas?” of climate change (2005).  
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CHAPTER III  
PERPETUAL RESPONSIVENESS: THE INTERPLAY BETWEEN AFFECTIVE POETICS  
& THE AESTHETICS OF NECESSITY IN PROCESS-BASED ENVIRONMENTAL ART PRACTICE 
 
 
 
Perception and physical experience are cornerstones in art, and 
they may also function as tools for creating social change. 
- Olafur Eliasson (2014) 
 
OVERVIEW 
 
In chapter one, I discussed the studio-led methodology of my practice-led 
research, which occurs in the private reflexivity of a studio environment. The 
second methodology of this practice-led research is collaborative and happens 
in the public realm. This chapter discusses the role of perpetual responsiveness 
in the creation and reception of contemporary environmental art in the public 
sphere. It examines some of the politics of engagement such as why 
environmental art was largely marginalised in the art world until recently and 
investigates  ‘slow’ vs. ‘fast’ art in the communication of environmental issues. 
It further discusses processes of reconciling the interplay between function 
and the aesthetics of necessity when working with the public in the creation of 
environmental art works, along with some of the processes and approaches I 
have undertaken during this practice-led research.  
 
POLITICS OF ENGAGEMENT AND RECEPTION 
 
Be aware of the shallow rather than the deep, in art as well as 
ecology.  
- Lucy Lippard (2007) 
 
The politics of engagement with environmental art practice and the 
marginalisation by the art world since the 1960’s is largely based on the way art 
processes sit outside conventional modes of artistic production and reception 
in the art market. Many contemporary art works are produced through 
collaboration, not only with other artists, but also with other professionals 
from other disciplines and/or communities. Within art criticism, 
Papastergiadis argues “the skeptical and derogatory approaches towards 
collaboration follow from a deeply ingrained mistrust of collective 
production” as they are viewed as being inauthentic and challenging the 
dominant paradigms of authorship in art (2011, 10). It confronts the notions 
of the solitary artist as a creative genius prolifically supplying the art market 
with one-of-a-kind artworks for the art marketplace. Appreciation for 
collaborative effort remains within instrumentalist thinking where “partners 
are recruited to complete specialized tasks, and the ethics of this relationship is 
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confined to the processes of attribution and the 
remuneration for their specific contribution” 
(2011, 10). However, it today’s global climate, this 
rationale is limited. We cannot have 
environmental art that exists in isolation from the 
social matrix of a globalised society. It is critical, to 
solve some of the retractable environmental 
problems of our times, that we explore, inspire and 
engage innovation through collaboration and 
collective action. 
 
The Interface Between  
‘Slow vs. Fast Art’ 
 
One of the predominant challenges of 
contemporary environmental art practice is 
reconciling the interface between affective poetics 
and popular understanding – art that offers a 
profound aesthetic experience versus art that is 
publically accessible. This is what Williams refers 
to heuristically as ‘slow art’ and ‘fast art’ (2013/14, 
17). This slow versus fast art relationship has 
counterparts in some other art discourse versus 
street art, art in public space versus community art, and  
popular culture versus fine art. While many artists 
responding to environmental concerns chose to exhibit 
their work in trusted institutions such as galleries and 
museums, these practices run the risk that the work 
does not reach other audiences who rarely attend these 
establishments. The likelihood is that the no matter 
how strong the work is conceptually and technically as 
art, it is nonetheless also communicating to the 
‘converted’ – elite audiences that have the intellectual 
and cultural capital to understand the context and 
content. For instance, artists such as Manabu Ikeda and 
Rew Hanks, both deal with strong socio-political and 
environmental themes in their art practices. Ikeda’s 
detailed drawing Meltdown (2013) brings a new kind of 
eloquence to the articulation of the disastrous event at 
Fukushima in March 2011, which contrasts the 
sensationalised news footage of the nuclear meltdown. 
And, Hanks’ linocut King Billy, Fetch me my…(2003) 
adds an entirely new dimension to reflection on species 
loss and colonisation than those available in historical 
photographs and reports. However, seeing that both 
IMAGE REMOVED DUE TO  
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Figure 72 - Rew Hanks, King Billy, Fetch me my..., 2003, linocut, 
35cm x 56cm. 
Figure 72 - Ikeda Manabu, Meltdown, 2013, pen, acrylic ink on 
paper, mounted on board, 122cm x 122cm. 
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artists predominantly exhibit in gallery and museum spaces, the complex ideas 
that inform their work and the messages they convey are limited to discrete 
audiences who collect their work or attend their gallery exhibitions.  
 
At the other end of the spectrum, certain constraints within collaborative 
practice and the production of art for the public sphere, can lead to artworks 
that fulfil the aesthetics of necessity, but are conceptually flat and/or overly 
didactic. This could be said about Olafur Eliasson and Minik Rosing’s 
collaborative artwork Ice Watch that was discussed in chapter one (Fig. 7). If 
an artwork used melting ice in a circular formation of a clock to raise 
awareness to the urgency of climate change in 2001, perhaps the work would 
have greater artistic and social resonance. However, at this stage of the climate 
challenge in 2014, it seems out-dated and prescriptive. This work is unusually 
flat and lacklustre for such a prolific and acclaimed artist whose body of work 
is aesthetically compelling and conceptually rigorous.  
 
Artists with sustained practices in this arena understand that that a high level 
of perpetual responsiveness is essential in order to navigate a constant shifting 
ground in the production of environmental art for public reception. It is about 
finding a balance in order not to alienate audiences nor to lose the criticality of 
the artwork, but also to evoke an affective response and communicate a 
complex environmental message. It is also a learning process that evolves into 
strategic approaches demonstrated through my own processes of response in 
environmental art including from a curatorial, artistic and collaborative 
perspective. 
 	  
PROCESSES OF RESPONSE 
 
A curatorial response: ARENA 
The exhibition ARENA (2010) was held in Melbourne City Square for the 
7,000 Oaks: Art & Sustainability Festival. As the curator for this exhibition of 
public art, I brought together a diverse group of artists in an event that merged 
sustainability with public artist inquiry and intervention, to create what 
Smithson suggested is a ‘mediated crossroad’ (1979) or in this context an 
‘arena’ of mediated affects. The use of ‘arena’ in the title, derived from the 
Latin word harena, was used to emphasis references to contestation. The title 
is also adapted from Joseph Bueys’ monumental and encyclopaedic work 
Arena – dove sarei arrivato se fossi stato intelligente! (Arena – where I would 
have got if I had been intelligent!) (1972). Bueys’ installation included 100 
plates with images of his previous work (e.g. actions, drawings, sculptures, 
etc.). It was a reference to how he configured the images of his historical works 
– not as an autobiography or documentation – but as evidence of his processes 
and concepts, which he regarded as the arena of life.  
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I envisioned the 2010 ARENA as a site for engagement rather than combat, a 
public space in which five artists from quite different practices could address 
themes of sustainability. To some of the artists, this was a new topic, thus 
creating a curatorial challenge to the production of works for the exhibition. 
Working closely with each of the artists, we unpacked the term and meaning 
of sustainability and how it could be integrated through materials, practice and 
processes. We explored how the artist’s ideas, research and themes could be 
translated in the public realm through the theme of sustainability. This led to 
debates about how to choose between one material over another in terms of 
toxicity, and the aligned issue of whether it required overseas shipping, to 
questions on how to effectively gauge other dimensions to the ecological 
footprint of artworks in production, material sourcing, processes and 
transport. Other more aesthetic questions were focused on how the artworks 
might benefit public perceptions of the environment. Or, to the more 
ambitious question of to which extent environmental artworks might 
influence social change. This led to further queries between myself and the 
artists about the instrumentalisation of art and whether sustainability and art 
is simply the latest trends du jours. The discussions were rigorous and 
provocative, with one artist expressing concern about potentially being 
branded as an ‘environmental artist’ by participating in this exhibition and 
how it might negatively impact their future marketability.  
 
ARENA became a space representing sustainability from varying perspectives, 
processes, creative inquiries, styles and materials. As a work in progress, the 
arena became a space where some attitudes overlapped where other 
distinctions emerged. The artists approached sensitively and conscientiously 
the intersection where art and sustainability connect, allowing 
experimentation, process and public participation to shape the outcome of the 
work.  
Figure 73 - ARENA, 2010, Melbourne City Square, documentation photograph. 	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Figure 74 - Ceri Hann, Social Circle - City Square, 2010, rubbish repurposed into drawing 
instruments. 
Figure 75 - Lynda Roberts, Vox Populi: Climate for Opinion; 2010, live narrow cast radio 
station with speaker installation. 
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Public Assembly artists Ceri Hann and Lynda Roberts consider themselves 
somewhere in between art activists and social change-agents. In Social Circle – 
City Square, Ceri used repurposed hard rubbish to create low-tech drawing 
devices to elicit physical and creative engagement with the public. Using the 
sanded surface at Melbourne City Square as a substrate for drawing and public 
dialogue, Ceri presented a playful entrance for people to interact in a popular 
public site and extract their own meaning from the process. As with an Etch A 
Sketch®, the work was ephemeral, positive and whimsical, reminding us of the 
sense of wonder in the everyday and the significance of walking lightly on the 
earth. 
 
Similarly, Lynda Roberts also created a site for participation with Vox Populi: 
Climate for Opinion; a live narrow cast radio station in situ in a City of 
Melbourne Creative Spaces street cylinder. Lynda had guest hosts run 
segments in her programming to engage people on the street in conversation 
about environmental issues. Passers-by could listen to the live broadcast 
through an installation of steel rods with mounted audio speakers, arranged 
like grass blades in the square. The station acted as a social platform for street-
side public debate – to discuss people’s ideas, hopes and fears about an 
uncertain future. Based on the idea of a civic square or public soapbox forum, 
Roberts invited listening and expression from the diverse public demographic 
of Melbourne’s City Square. 
Qinglan Huang used paradoxical storytelling to convey messages of 
catastrophe and extinction. Circus was an interactive sculptural installation 
using a Chinese zoetrope-inspired viewing box as its central component. 
Through the viewing window, the artist constructed an eerie fictional world 
where humans rule in a game of life. The viewer turned a handle on the 
cabinet rotating the illustrations in a sequence to discover either a ‘happily 
ever after’ ending or a doomsday scenario. The work was inviting and 
mysterious. It enticed a sense of curiosity and rewarded a compulsion to look 
inside at a colourful array of illustrations. However, instead of pure 
enjoyment, the viewer is left with mixed messages of anxiety and hope. 
Figure 76 - Qinglan Huang, Circus, 2010, interactive sculptural installation. 
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Sarah Duyshart and I collaborated on a work responding to the impact of 
global warming on the landscapes of respective countries:  Australia and 
Canada. In Medias Res48 combined parallel atmospheric fields created using 
‘smoke’ and ‘snow’ to create immersive experiences for the public. Through 
regular scheduled intervals, snow or smoke billowed in the square and down 
Swanston Street drawing in a crowd to experience the works. With the 
assistance of The City of Melbourne staff, Sarah installed subterranean piping 
in a circular formation under the sand of the square. Smoke machines gently 
pushed smoke vapours through the pipe valves to give the appearance of 
smoke emanating from the ground. A thick fog of smoke dissipated as people 
walked through the space before it drifted down the street and vanished. In the 
Australian environmental context, this work referenced the smouldering 
remains of a bush fire or wounded terrain, something that reminded many 
people of the Black Saturday bush fires in 2008.  
 
In close proximity was my own contribution to our collaboration – comprised 
of a grouping of flocked tree stumps, ‘growing’ porcelain fungi, blanketed in 
snow with swirling snowflakes falling from above. This dioramic landscape 
referenced a Canadian winter wilderness landscape, with its pristine white 
snow. However, the subtle sculptural elements suggested something 
incongruous. Beneath the untouched blanket of snow lays clues to something 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48 (Latin, In the midst of things) 
responsible for the sustained destruction of the Canadian Boreal Forest and 
ecosystem. Abstract, amorphous and sublime, these parallel works immersed 
viewers into composed landscapes where distress was contrasted with beauty. 
The layers of meaning were revealed gradually as individuals became 
physically immersed in the clouds of smoke or falling snow.  
 
Over 3,500 people49 visited ARENA during its exhibition period resulting in 
various levels of interaction with the artworks and engagement with the 
themes. None of the works aimed to be didactic or to proselytise a point of 
view. They were intentionally poetic and mysterious, inviting interactivity, 
engagement and encounter. For some people, their experience was simply to 
walk amongst the works or to watch others engage. Some posed questions for 
the radio station listeners or raked the sand with one of Ceri’s tools. Others 
engaged in a dialogue with the artists.  
 
How such public engagement translated into any form of attitudinal or 
behavioural change is unknown and unquantifiable, as poetic reflections like 
these works perhaps only scratched the surface at raising awareness and 
engagement. The works may have evoked a strong feeling in some people, but 
it is unlikely that they led to any significant benefit to improving the 
environment. In fact, all of the works sustained significant damage throughout 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
49 Exhibition volunteers kept track of people visiting Melbourne City Square throughout the 
duration of the exhibition. 
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the duration of the show from deliberate acts interference – perhaps a 
representation of how people respond when encountering unexpectedly fragile 
objects in the public realm. While the works would have been better protected 
in a gallery space or comparable environment, it is important to realise that 
there is a gap in public understanding of how to treat artworks in public 
spaces. This is why so many public artworks are manufactured under stringent 
guidelines using highly durable (often toxic) materials, which can limit the 
types of work exhibited in public space. The strength of ARENA, however, lay 
in the focus on the actual processes by which artists might engage with 
sustainability and respond in ways that aim to engage the public imagination.  
 
In this arena, perpetual responsiveness became a method through which the 
artists critiqued and explored notions of sustainability and responded in the 
final outcomes of their work. The ecological footprint of this exhibition was 
minimal as artists chose to rent, repurpose or recycle materials and 
equipment. A carbon offset was made for anything above this. 
Figure 77 - Sarah Duyshart and Jen Rae, In Medias Res, 2010, parallel interactive 
installations using smoke and snow, documentation photographs. 
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An artist’s response: In Medias Res 
In the midst of the awe-inspiring Canadian wilderness lies a threat with 
catastrophic implications, instigated by global warming. Since 1995, a 
transcontinental migration from Mexico northward has exposed Canada to 
the incremental attack of an insect smaller than a grain of rice. Once held back 
by the freezing winter temperatures, the Mountain Pine Beetle now survives 
and proliferates in a symbiotic and destructive relationship with the blue stain 
fungi. According to the British Columbia Ministry of Forests and Natural 
Resource Operations, the pine beetle epidemic has already affected 18.3 
million hectares of forest (2013), a landmass equivalent to more than double 
the size of Tasmania.	   
 
In Medias Res invited the viewer into the silent and complex world of the pine 
beetle and its insidious effect on the Canadian terrain. In the same way that a 
deep layer of snow provides insulation for pine beetles during the winter, a 
manufactured blanket of snow covered an area in Melbourne City Square. 
Flocked50 tree trunks simulated the protection that nature provides to the pine 
beetle. These sculptural elements represented the pristine and enigmatic 
landscape of the Canadian wilderness. Historically, the frigid Canadian winter 
would have acted as nature’s defence, however, with the rise in temperature 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
50 Flocking is process of applying small fibre particles to a surface. The end result produces 
various textures like velvet or grass. 
during the past decade, the survival of the pine beetle is not only guaranteed, 
but has also helped it to thrive. 
As spring arrives, conditions are perfect for the female pine beetle to strike. 
She tunnels into the tree bark’s succulent tissue, releasing a pheromone that 
entices the male beetles. The invisible colonisation begins. The tree fights back, 
mounting a rear guard action by secreting a toxic resin that temporarily delays 
the advance of the beetles. Relentless in their assault, the beetles find an ally. 
Within their mouths they carry the spores of the blue stained fungi, which are 
released as the beetles continue to bore into the tree. The spores germinate 
rapidly, and the fungi flourish, negating the effect of the resin. The beetles 
establish a foothold, and without any defences, the tree surrenders. 
 
Within one month, the tree will die. Over several years, entire forests will 
perish. 
Figure 78 - The mountain pine beetle's destructive 
path. 
Figure 79 - Blue stain fungi. 
	  
IMAGE REMOVED DUE TO  
COPYRIGHT RESTRICTIONS 	   IMAGE REMOVED DUE TO  COPYRIGHT RESTRICTIONS 	   
	  104 
Long after the pine beetles have plundered the forest and moved on, a post-apocalyptic 
beauty lingers. In Melbourne City Square, the public was presented with the paradoxical 
aftermath. The blanket of artificial snow that would have once symbolised freezing 
temperatures now incubated an unseen threat. The porcelain features of the blue stain fungi 
suggested fragility and innocence, belying the role that they have played in the destruction 
of the forest. In this sense, the tree stumps that appear willing to support and nurture new 
life, are in reality grave markers. 
 
Pine beetle infestation continues in the Canadian Boreal Forest, and it is unlikely that my 
part in In Medias Res contributed anything to improving the situation other than raising 
awareness to a select number of exhibition visitors. People from a diverse demographic 
enjoyed playing in the snow and catching snowflakes (Fig. 84), so in some ways the artwork 
was successful in public engagement. However, unlike Sarah Duyshart’s work that 
referenced a recent and memorable tragedy, the pine beetle issue and impact is distant to 
Australians and therefore a less tangible event with which they might have empathised. It is 
likely that the environmental message as such was lost to most, and yet was available to 
those who read the artist statement or spoke with exhibition volunteers. Hence, one of the 
challenges of environmental art production and exhibition is to make it site and context 
specific to ensure broad reception, so the artworks themselves convey themselves convey 
the important environmental messages as intended, to reach targeted audiences. The 
ARENA project nonetheless demonstrated that partnerships, collaboration and enhanced 
community engagement are an effective way of developing environmental art projects. 
	  
Figure 80 - Pine beetle infestation, 2007, 
photograph. Once infested the needles turn red 
and then darken before turning grey and falling 
off. 
Figure 81 - Dead forest from pine beetle infestation 
in Alberta, Canada, 2012, photograph. 
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  106 Figure 82 - In Medias Res (snow/Canada), 2010, Melbourne City Square, acrylic paint, artificial snow, clay, flocking, glue, ground snow (super absorbent polymer) and snow blowing machine. (Previous page – detail)  
	   107 Figure 83 - Public interaction with In Medias Res (snow/Canada), 2010, Melbourne City Square. 
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A public art response involving partnership and 
community engagement activit ies: Exponential 
Growth/Exponential Decay 
  
Only when the last tree has withered, the last fish has been 
caught, and the last river has been poisoned, will you realize that 
you cannot eat money  
- Cree proverb 
 
Coinciding with the exhibition planning for ARENA and the 7,000 Oaks 
Festival, I submitted a proposal to the 2010 Laneways Commission to create 
further linkages and audience engagement activities on sustainability themes – 
primarily around land restoration and forest conservation.  
 
Victoria is home to the most carbon dense forests in the world including some 
of the tallest flowering plants and trees, some measuring well over a 100 
metres (Lindenmayer, 2013). It is also a critical habitat for one of Australia’s 
most endangered species, the Leadbeater’s Possum. Industrial clearfell logging 
and wildfires threaten these old growth forests. As a result these forests that 
have existed for tens of thousands of years are at risk of ecological collapse. 
Hence in the contemporary Australian political context, short-term monetary 
Figure 85 - Exponential growth/Exponential 
decay, 2010, digital photograph. 
Figure 86- Exponential growth/Exponential decay, 
2010, proposed public art installation for the City 
of Melbourne CH2 building. 
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gain takes precedence over the ecological prosperity of future generations and 
non-human species51.  
 
The photographic image Exponential growth/Exponential decay depicts one of 
these felled trees with coins randomly tossed upon its stump. The 
extraordinary height of this tree is made clear in the image in order to raise 
questions about how the top of the tree was lopped off, and how the coins 
came to rest there. It was proposed that the huge photographic image would 
be attached to the individual recycled timber louvers on the western façade of 
The City of Melbourne’s CH2 building – one of Australia’s most innovative 
green buildings. Controlled by photovoltaic cells, the louvers on the CH2 
building open and close to provide natural cooling and heating in the building. 
The image was designed to be printed and attached in segments to the louvers 
using a clamping mechanism in the same manner that The City of Melbourne 
installs their annual Christmas tree on the façade. When the louvers were 
closed, the artwork would be in full view from multiple vantage points. When 
the louvers opened, the artwork would separate like a vertical jigsaw puzzle, 
with the best vantage point northwest of the building.  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51 This is evident in the negotiations with the Victorian Labour party and Construction, 
Forestry, Mining and Energy Union to protect regional jobs by stopping a proposal to 
create the Great Forest National Park in Victoria which would conserve Leadbeatter’s 
Possum habitats amongst other environmental benefits. Even with endorsement for Sir 
David Attenborough and Jane Goodall, regional job security takes precedence over the 
environment.  
This proposal also took into consideration the pioneering vision behind 
Joseph Bueys’ monumental and socially engaged environmental work 7,000 
Oaks and his ideas of creating art as a catalyst for social change. My aim was to 
link the installation of the artwork with the 7,000 Oaks Art & Sustainability 
Festival program and to partner with Project Platypus52to improve urban 
engagement with some of these issues. For nearly two decades, Project 
Platypus focused their efforts on numerous projects to improve biodiversity, 
vegetation, soil conservation and sustainable agriculture. Each year the group 
organise “Plant Out” - their major annual social and environmental event, to 
assist landholders plant trees in degraded areas (e.g. riparian zones, 
decommissioned paddocks, etc.). In 2009, 200 hundred volunteers assisted to 
plant over 30,000 trees.  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
52 Project Platypus an umbrella body for the eleven Landcare Australia groups in the Upper 
Wimmera River catchment. 
Figure 87- Joseph Beuys, 
7,000 Oaks, 1982. On 16 
March 1982, Beuys 
planted the first tree of 
his Documenta 7 
artwork in front of the 
Museum Fridericianum. 
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Gaining support and participation from urban audiences on rural issues is one 
of the major obstacles that groups such as Project Platypus identify. My 
intention was to coordinate ‘hands on’ sustainability experiences for urban 
dwellers. This involved organising buses to transport people to the planting 
area near Grampians National Park, and working with Project Platypus who 
would coordinate camping, meals, entertainment, tours and two days of tree 
planting. Thus this project was designed to cultivate lasting relationships, 
public learning outcomes and future participation in other Plant Out activities. 
It was also aimed to lead to a significant increase in the annual numbers of 
trees planted and become a potential case study for this form of engagement 
through public art. 
 
The Laneways Commissions were a competitive process and this project was 
not selected for commissioning in 2010, due to issues with its location and 
installation requirements. However, I participated in the Plant Out event and 
spoke with organisers and landholders about urban engagement challenges, as 
I was in the early stages of shaping The Riparian Project. The proposal and 
Plant Out experience gave me a first hand perspective of some of the barriers 
The Riparian Project could face; a clearer understanding of how our team 
could work with rural and urban community members; and how huge the task 
is to restore the Victorian landscape and waterways after centuries of 
mismanagement.  
 
 
	   111 	    Figure 88 - Grazing livestock, 2015, photograph, Puhi Phui, New Zealand. 
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A transdisciplinary collaborative response: The Riparian 
Project   
 
Transformation is tempered by contradiction.  
- Lucy Lippard (1997) 
 
The Riparian Project is a public art initiative aiming to create a shift in grazing 
practices in Victoria to improve river health. It originated at The Centre for 
Sustainability Leadership53 (2009) after my colleagues Amanda Wealands, 
Nicola Rivers and I conducted a comprehensive analysis of the issue of 
unrestricted livestock grazing on river health in Victoria, with the support of 
Mary Crooks and Liz McAloon from the Victorian Women’s Trust/Our 
Watermark, Dr. Annie Bolithio from the Melbourne Sustainable Society 
Institute and Dr. Harry Blutstein, Principal, Integrating Sustainability. The 
analysis included identifying and consulting with stakeholders groups and 
examining the issue through social, political, legal and environmental lenses. 
As I will explain, this is a highly contentious issue in Victoria and more 
broadly in other countries with similar riparian laws. Our team initially 
identified that communication of the issue between disparate stakeholder 
groups was a key concern. We also recognised an opportunity for us to take 
initiative and leadership with this issue - by combining our interdisciplinary 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
53 The Centre for Sustainability Leadership is a not-for-profit organization that offers an 8-
month competitive professional and personal development program to professionals.  
 Figure 89 - Still livestock, 2014, digital photograph. 
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expertise and networks in order to engage with stakeholders through creative 
and unconventional approaches.  
 
The environmental issue 
The grazing of livestock in rivers and along riparian areas (beds & banks of 
rivers) is the primary cause of poor river health in Australia. Livestock grazing 
destroys natural habitats for native plants and animals, leading to species loss. 
Unrestricted grazing causes water quality and contamination issues including 
algal blooms, fertiliser runoff, soil compaction, the dispersal of exotic species 
and die in waterways. 
 
79% of rivers in Victoria are in average, to very poor condition, and their 
condition continues to worsen. There are no laws or policies that prevent stock 
grazing in riparian zones in Victoria, both on public and private land.  
Therefore, 17,000 kilometres of riverbank in Victoria is exposed to 
unrestricted livestock grazing.  
 
The solution is simple – compulsory fencing of at least 20m back from any 
waterway and consistent management of all riparian zones to protect them 
from stock and to allow native species to flourish again. The government 
provides grants to landowners to fence riparian zones. But many landholders 
fear that the fencing of land will be costly or remove their right to free of 
charge water for livestock.  
Figure 91 - Riparian zone damage caused by 
heavy hooved animals accessing the 
Ingegoodbee River, Victoria, 2014, 
photograph. 
Figure 92 - Cow eliminating in the Barham 
River, near Apollo Bay, Victoria, 2014, 
photograph. 
Figure 90 – Riparian land cross-section depicting best practice in riparian land management in 
contrast to the damage caused by unrestricted livestock grazing, 2010, illustration. 
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Peter Solness’ aerial photograph of the Macquarie Marshes, NSW (Fig. 94) 
provides clear evidence why legislative and policy reform is critical for 
improving river health. In this undoctored image, a fence in the middle of the 
frame delineates an open area to unrestricted livestock grazing in contrast to 
the other side that is protected. Within five years of erecting a fence, a riparian 
zone will repopulate independently with vegetation and activate the 
restoration of the ecosystem. For landholders the benefits outweigh the 
negatives in the long term if they implement fencing and water trough systems 
(e.g. livestock health, herd control due to fewer losses, improved yields of milk, 
wool and meat, and increased property values up to 10%, etc.). Government 
groups will also benefit from a reduction in water-borne diseases and costs 
associated with water treatment, maintenance and river/riparian zone 
restoration. 
 
History & Legislation 
Artist Henry Gritten (1818-73) captured Melbourne during the gold rush 
boom in his painting Melbourne from the South Bank of the Yarra (1856). The 
scene depicts Australia’s oldest river crossing – Princes Bridge over the Yarra 
River. Early settlers used this crossing for trade, transport and transferring 
livestock. The juxtaposition of livestock grazing in the painting’s foreground 
contrasts the urban architectural achievements of an emerging future 
metropolis. 
Figure 93 - Peter Solness, Grazing Line, Macquarie Marshes, NSW, 2002, photograph. 
Figure 94 - Henry Gritten, Melbourne from the South Bank of the Yarra, 1856, 
watercolour over traces of pencil, 25.6 cm x 35.8 cm. 
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Riparian water rights have their origins in English Common Law. As in 
Australia, some countries with common law heritage such as Canada and the 
USA have adopted riparian water rights in many of their jurisdictions. As a 
general principle, it is a system of allocating water for ‘reasonable use’ to 
landholders whose property is adjacent to a fresh water source. Victoria has 
approximately 128,000km of waterways with approximately 20% belonging to 
the state otherwise known as Crown Land. The State Government usually 
allows adjoining landholders to use this riparian land by granting them a 
license for both agricultural and non-agricultural uses. However, livestock 
grazing is the main used for which these licenses are granted.  
After more than a century of prolonged mishandling of riparian land by the 
Victorian Government, various disparate stakeholders54 agree the land needs 
protecting. Despite calls from these stakeholder groups, the Brumby 
Government continued a ‘business as usual’ approach, reissuing 9,200 licenses 
to landholders in 2009, allowing the continuation of unrestricted livestock 
grazing in Victorian waterways. In 2014, the Napthine Government through 
the Department of Environment and Primary Industries commenced the 
renewal of crown water frontage licenses across Victoria, and the fencing of 
livestock from rivers continues to be voluntary. And, pastoral images of cows 
and other livestock grazing in riparian zones like Henry Gritten’s painting 
continue to be largely unquestioned in Australia, as demonstrated by the 
annual Devondale calendars. Each year, this dairy co-operative of over 3,000 
Australian dairy farmers produces an annual calendar featuring glossy 
photographs of Australian farms. The photographs predominantly feature 
livestock grazing with many in close proximity to unfenced waterways (see 
Fig. 96). In New Zealand, you would not see such a calendar released by the 
dairy industry, due to the 2013 Sustainable Water Accord. Developed by the 
dairy industry with representatives from the central government, regional 
councils and the Federation of Maori Authorities, the Sustainable Water 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54 E.g. Environment Victoria, Australian Conservation Foundation, Victorian National 
Parks Association, Environmental Defenders Office, catchment management authorities 
such as Melbourne Water, etc. 
Figure 95 - Unrestricted livestock grazing on 
Crown Land along the Glenelg River, Victoria, 
2009, photograph.  This one of the top flow 
stressed rivers in the state and has numerous 
crown frontages.  The water you see is the most 
that this river has had in the last 7 years.  It has 
been mostly dry over this period of time. 	  
Figure 96- Photograph in the 2014 Devondale 
calendar showing unrestricted livestock 
grazing in a riparian zone. 
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Accord requires permanent exclusion of stock from farm waterways55. Farms 
are also expected to have a riparian planting plan by mid-2016, full riparian 
plans commitments met by mid-2020 and full implementation by 2030 
(Auckland Savings Bank, 2013). While protecting water quality and security in 
New Zealand, the dairy industry is also ensuring milk quality. Penalties of 
non-compliance include abatement and infringement notices, prosecution, 
and also the rejection of the farm’s milk by the dairy processor. 
 
The Team 
Our collaborative team is an unlikely 
trio - a lawyer, an engineer and an 
artist. We are all Directors of The 
Riparian Project with no single leader. 
However, each of us take lead 
responsibility for the components that 
are within our area of expertise, with 
the others providing support56. Nicola 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
55 This includes rivers, streams, streams, drains, canals and lakes or any wetland that 
permanently contains water at any time of the year, that is more than a 1m wide and 30cm 
deep. 
 
56 For the pilot project in Yea, I led the community engagement and public art processes, 
which will be discussed in this chapter. Other activities relating to the development of the 
business plan, risk assessments, stakeholder engagement, funding proposals, etc., are 
carried out collaboratively. 
Rivers is an environmental lawyer and the Director of Advocacy and Research 
at Environmental Justice Australia (EJA), a non-profit environmental legal 
centre. At the EJA, Nicola advises community groups and environmental 
NGOs on water law and policy including ways to use the law to better protect 
biodiversity and water quality along river frontages. Amanda Wealands is an 
environmental engineer with a focus on river restoration and natural resource 
management. She works for Alluvium Consulting and leads projects for clients 
including the Victorian Government, Melbourne Water, regional catchment 
management authorities and the Murray Darling Basin Authority. During our 
comprehensive analysis of the issue of riparian grazing in 2009, whilst fellows 
at The Centre for Sustainable Leadership, we identified three major problems 
influencing the stalemate between stakeholder groups on the issue of 
unrestricted grazing on Crown frontages (i.e. riparian zones) – a lack of 
communication between stakeholder groups, urban communities have little to 
knowledge of the issue, and many rural community landholders resisting 
implementation of fencing and stock watering systems even with government 
funding incentives. 
 
Problem mapping conducted through research, consultation and discussions 
with various stakeholder groups, revealed that the overarching issues were 
framed by existing forms of communication, which were seasoned with a great 
deal of mistrust (e.g. farmers fearing they would lose their water rights). To 
influence a change in grazing practices, we decided we needed to humanise 
Figure 97 - Project team members tour the 
flooded Yea Wetlands in 2009. Left to right: 
Jen Rae, Nicola Rivers and Amanda Wealands. 	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and understand the issue from the perspective of the various stakeholder 
groups, but also the underlying values that inform their attitudes. 
Within the collaborative process, we also identified the problem that we each 
approached the project with distinct professional vocabularies underpinned 
with assumptions that didn’t always translate well to others outside our 
professions. For instance, Amanda would readily talk about ‘CMA’s’, I would 
talk about avoiding images becoming ‘didactic’ and Nicola would inject risk 
assessment logic into many discussions. This sometimes caused confusion and 
misunderstanding. In order for our group to work in a genuinely 
transdisciplinary way, we needed to learn to communicate effectively with 
each other and develop a common language that could assist in communicate 
effectively with a broad public. We achieved this by unpacking some of our 
language and assumptions and learning more about the language of our 
respective disciplines. As I will explain in the sections on community 
engagement, this was a fundamental learning outcome in how we engaged 
people with riparian issues as the project developed. 
 
RMIT SEEDS and The School for Social Entrepreneurs 
In 2010, we established a partnership with the Yea Wetlands Trust to conduct 
a pilot project for The Riparian Project in the rural community of Yea, 
Victoria. Our culturally adaptive approach included shaping a variety of 
activities to engage diverse stakeholder groups with the issue and in the 
development of a conceptually targeted artwork. Cultural adaptation is a 
means of enabling the capacity of groups and individuals to shape outcomes 
for themselves and for others around them (Moran and Keane, 2010). In this 
process an open flow of knowledge, ideas, practices and customs exchange 
facilitate outcomes and problem solving. Conceptions of structure and agency 
are supported, allowing groups and individuals to self-organise and 
communicate through this process. Moreover, it often yields less conventional 
and predicable results, even when larger economic and political forces drive 
agendas.  
 
Coinciding with the Yea Wetlands 
partnership, we were awarded a $25,000 
RMIT SEEDS grant and I was selected as a 
fellow for The School for Social 
Entrepreneurs to develop The Riparian 
Project into a social enterprise. Both 
opportunities provided essential tools and 
resources to develop the project including 
building a website and social media 
platform. For instance, Dr. Marcus Powe, 
RMIT University’s Entrepreneur in 
Residence assisted us to write a 
Figure 98 - The Riparian Project team 
receiving the RMIT SEEDS grant, 
December 2010. Here with Mary Crooks 
(L) and Liz McAloon (R) from The 
Victorian Womens Trust/Our Watermark. 
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comprehensive business plan57and how to create a replicable model; Mary 
Crooks from the Victorian Women’s Trust assisted us with a framework to 
identify our purpose, aims, objectives and methods which informed our 
communications strategy; and The School for Social Entrepreneurs provided 
an environment for feedback and guidance which assisted with procuring 
project partners and resource support. This strategic background work created 
a foundation and framework for our team to operate in and helped to ensure 
the sustainability of the project and the team.  
 
 
THE PILOT PROJECT 
 
The Riparian Project is as much about strategy as it is about creating a 
contemporary public environmental artwork. Therefore it was essential that 
our aims, objectives and methods were well considered and achievable58. 
Hence, a pilot project was established to experiment, test and refine our 
strategies and processes, whilst gaining exposure and building networks. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
57 This is a 47-page document that included research, aims/objectives/methodologies, 
timelines, funding and partnership opportunities, risk assessments, a marketing and 
communications strategy, public art and events plan, etc.  
58This was based on the SMART goals criteria (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic 
and Timely).  
Aims, Objectives and Methods 
The aim of The Riparian Project is to influence a shift in grazing practices in 
Victoria to improve river health through public art and community 
engagement strategies. Our objectives with the pilot project in Yea include: 
• Develop sufficient expertise within the project team on the issue of 
riparian grazing in Victoria to be credible to stakeholder groups and 
contribute problem solving know-how 
• Design and deliver a site and context-specific public artwork  
• Facilitate a community engagement strategy that targets stakeholders 
for raising awareness and shifting practices in riparian land 
management  
• Raise funds to pay for the creation and maintenance of the artwork, 
community engagement activities and administration costs 
• Develop sustainable partnerships with key stakeholder groups to assist 
with achieving our aim 
• Create a toolkit for action for various stakeholder groups59  
• Document and disseminate outcomes of the project including briefs to 
government decision makers, conferences, speaking engagements and 
publications 
• Evaluate and track our processes to gain learning outcomes to 
eventually create a replicable model that can be pitched to other 
communities. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
59 For example, tools and resources on how to speak to your local MP, Catchment 
Management Authority, how to engage with Landcare groups, how to support or donate, 
and where to access research, etc.  
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The methods to achieve our aims and objectives were outlined in a 3-page 
internal document with a detailed list of tasks and strategies in a 
corresponding Gantt chart60. For the purpose of this exegesis, I will focus on 
the methods that are directly related to Yea activities including the public 
artwork, community engagement and outcomes. To commence our project in 
this rural community, it was essential to understand the context in which we 
would be working. This included background research and consultation with 
the Yea Wetlands Committee of Management and Trust through email 
correspondence, in person and Skype meetings. 
 
Our Partners 
The Yea Wetlands Committee of Management and Trust61 are a local 
community group in Yea responsible for the recreation, education and 
conservation of the Yea Wetlands, a Crown land reserve on the edge of the 
township. Since 2000, they have delivered projects including an extensive 
nature walk, viewing platforms, a suspension bridge and picnic areas. They 
raised $1.95 million dollars for the development of the Y Water Discovery 
Centre that officially opened August 2014 – a local visitor information centre 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
60 A project management tool in the form of a bar chart used to breakdown work tasks 
along a timeline. 
61The Yea Wetlands Committee of Management and The Yea Wetlands Trust operate 
under different business structures, hence the differentiation in this section. The board 
members are the same. For the pilot project, we worked accordingly with both 
organisations as our main partner, but reference YWC and YWT separately as it pertains to 
specific objectives in the project (e.g. fundraising versus community engagement).  
and environmental interpretive hub, that has interactive displays informing 
visitors about the biodiversity and ecosystems in the wetlands. The Yea 
Wetlands Committee of Management and Trust helped us to cultivate local 
partnerships and support for The Riparian Project in the area including The 
Shire of Murrundindi, The Department of Sustainability and Environment 
(now the Department of Primary Industries and Environment, the Goulburn-
Broken Catchment Management Authority, the Yea Business and Tourism 
Association, Cittaslow, and the Elder and Director of the Taungurung Clans 
Aboriginal Corporation.  
 
Yea, Victoria 
The Yauung-Illam-Baluk people established their 
hunting grounds near the junction of two rivers, 
today known as the Goulburn and Yea Rivers. 
They “believed they had lived there always, and 
since time for them had no beginning, so it could 
have no end” (Herman, 2010). The bushlands, 
grasslands and rivers were abundant with endless 
sources of nourishment from which they hunted, 
fished and prospered. In 1824, the first European 
explorers William Hovell and Hamilton Hume 
crossed the Goulburn River near the Yauung-Illam-Baluk’s main camp. The 
area was reported for it’s favourable grazing land, which contributed to its 
Figure 99 - Google Map 
showing the distance between 
Yea and Melbourne, Victoria. 
	  120 
settlement by the Overlanders from New South Wales arriving as the first settlers in 
1837. Originally, the town was known as the Muddy Creek Settlement (Muddy Creek 
was formally named the Yea River in 1878), before being surveyed and laid out in 1855 
and formally named after British Army Colonel Lacy Walter Yea. Gold was discovered 
in the area in 1859, which led to an influx of gold prospectors increasing the population 
to 250, when it formally became a shire in 1873. The railway to nearby Mansfield 
arrived in 1883 to primarily transport timber to Melbourne, but also connecting the 
shire to the big city. The last passenger service ended in 1977. 
 
Today, the town of Yea is located at another junction, where the Goulburn Valley 
Highway and the Melba Highway meet in the Shire of Murrindindi, 109 kilometres 
northeast of Melbourne, Victoria. It is often considered a ‘tea and pee’ stop for 
Melbournians en route to the Blue Mountains. However, the township and immediate 
surroundings are home to a population of approximately 1,100 residents. Adjacent 
pastoral land continues to be used for farming sheep for meat and wool, cattle for meat 
and dairy, timber, horses, nurseries and timber. While many environmentally 
responsible landholders implement water trough and pump systems as well as fencing 
to exclude livestock from grazing unrestricted in local waterways, many landholders 
bordering Crown Land riparian zones have resisted.
Figure 100 - A 
crowd lining the 
Yea River on 
Carnival Day, circa. 
1905, historical 
photograph. 
Figure 101 - Amanda 
discussing the aims and 
objectives of The 
Riparian Project to Yea 
community members at 
a fundraising dinner for 
the Y Water Discovery 
Centre, 2011. 
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Stage 1 - Community Engagement 
A core component of The Riparian Project is our community engagement 
strategy. The purpose is to generate collective knowledge making about 
riparian land and river management issues through the provision of a 
contemporary environmental artwork, social media and our website, 
conference presentations, public events, workshops and an animation or 
mobile application that expands and enhances narratives. 
 
Our first community consultation activity was an invitation to speak at a 
fundraising dinner for the Y-Water Discovery Centre in 2010. The aim with 
this presentation was to test the waters and start a conversation in the 
community about riparian land management and the possibility of creating a 
public artwork near or in the Yea Wetlands. The outcome of the presentation 
was positive with each of us fielding discipline specific questions from the 
audience (10% of the Yea community was in attendance). The 
transdisciplinarity of our team helped to establish credibility with this diverse 
group of stakeholders and informed our process to tailor communications to 
suit their needs and interests. We were also perceived as non-threatening by 
not driving a specific political or economic agenda.  This allowed for more 
fluid feedback and discussion, which was important due to the contentious 
nature of the issue. 
Public Art Advisory Group - Workshop I: Establishing the Design 
Brief 
We established a Public Art Advisory Group (PAAG) comprised of 14 local 
community members who were considered by the Yea Wetlands Trust (YWT) 
as ‘champions’ in the community – individuals with influence and credibility 
in the community who could liaise as ‘trusted messengers’ between us and the 
broader community as The Riparian Project developed in Yea. They would not 
be decision makers in the process, but rather informers to the process. To 
achieve critical mass, we felt that we needed between 6-8 representatives for 
the PAAG. Of the sixteen people invited to participate, fourteen joined us for 
the first PAAG workshop on a cold July morning in the Yea Wetlands. They 
included local professionals, educators, artists, council members and 
environmentalists. The place-making workshop commenced with a tour of the 
wetlands, led by Amanda. The purpose of the tour was to enhance our team’s 
understanding of how the community members value and use the wetlands, 
and also identify preliminary site opportunities and constraints for an artwork.  
Preceding the wetlands tour, we gathered at the Yea Library to summarise and 
discuss outcomes of the wetlands tour, highlighting any common uses, values, 
etc. Amanda and Nicola facilitated the discussion and relayed the objectives of 
The Riparian Project, the expectations of the Public Art Advisory Committee, 
and the purpose for the second part of the workshop. We highlighted the 
objectives of The Riparian Project, what we hoped to achieve with the public 
artwork and some of the complimentary objectives of our stakeholder groups, 
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to ensure that we stayed within a reasonable scope for ideas and expectations. 
After establishing the purpose, I facilitated a visual literacy workshop that I 
designed to establish a common language for talking about public art and to 
create discourse on what a public artwork in Yea might look like. This 
facilitated discussion would inform the draft of a design brief for the artwork 
in Yea  (see Appendix 4 for the full workshop slides).  
 
The PAAG were first explained what a design brief is and its importance to 
public art commissioning, and more specifically, to the purpose of The 
Riparian Project. Before we could draft criteria for our design brief, we needed 
to talk about the many forms of public art – from commemorative statues, to 
community mosaics and murals, through to provocative street art and iconic 
sculptures. This was intended to open up the exercise exposing everyone to a 
wide range of public art practice and processes, in order to expand the ways in 
which they could express and discuss their thoughts and feelings about art that 
is both subjective and objective.  
 
The Arts SA Commissioning Guide for Local Councils gives a fairly 
comprehensive scope of public art practice, which provided a good structure 
to format the workshop:  
	  
Figure 102 – The first gathering of the Public Art Advisory Group, which included a facilitated 
tour of the Yea Wetlands and workshop on public art, July 2011.	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Public art is regarded as the artistic expression of a 
contemporary art practitioner presented within a public arena, 
outside a gallery environment, where it is accessible to a broad 
audience. It can reflect a history, an event, issue or local story 
significant of time and place. It can be functional, site-specific, 
integrated, commemorative, interpretive, temporary, 
interactive, decorative, iconic or any combination of the above 
mentioned (Arts SA Public Art and Design (PA&D), 2006). 
 
In the slides, the PAAG were shown over 50 diverse examples of public art 
that corresponded with Arts SA’s descriptors of public art62. Examples 
included ‘interpretive’ artwork Women are Heroes (2008-2009) by artist JR, 
‘temporary’ artworks from the City of Melbourne’s Laneways Commission 
and Vivid Sydney, along with iconic artworks like Robert Indiana’s Love 
sculpture (1970) in New York and Yui Minjun’s A-maze-ing Laughter figures 
(2009). I facilitated discussion, by providing more background information 
about some of the chosen artworks with emphasis on some of the functional 
and aesthetic qualities. This was intended to provide some foundation for the 
next activities.  
 
The PAAG were then guided through a process on how to talk about public art 
from ‘first impression’ to ‘informed judgment’. They were asked to see the 
examples as an interaction between themselves (the viewer) and the art object 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
62 Functional, Site-specific, Integrated, Commemorative, Interpretive, Temporary, 
Interactive, Decorative and Iconic, but also acknowledging that many works cross over 
more than one type.  
Figure 104 - Jack Mackie, 
Dance Steps on Broadway 
(detail), 1982, eight sets of 
inlaid-bronze shoeprints in 
the pattern of a couple’s 
dancing feet, Seattle, 
Washington, USA. 
Figure 103 - Yue Minjun,      
A-maze-ing Laughter, 2009, 14 
patinated bronze figures each 
3 metres tall, Vancouver, 
British Columbia, Canada. 
Figure 105 - Lawrence 
Argent, I See What You 
Mean, 2005, 12.19 metre 
tall sculpture made from 
composite materials and 
painted lapis-lazuli blue, 
Denver Convention 
Centre, Colorado, USA. 
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assuming that the artist had something to communicate. They were asked to 
consider the process as ‘dance steps’ using this simple guide: 
• First impression 
• Description 
• Analysis 
• Interpretation 
• Background information  
• Informed judgement 
 
The PAAG were given handouts - an expanded version of the ‘Talking About 
Art’ simple guide (Appendix 5) and a 2-page list of Art & Public Art 
terminology (Appendix 6) This was to assist them through the process of 
speaking objectively about art and to refrain subjective terminology such as  ‘I 
like/hate it’ or ‘it’s beautiful/ugly’. They were guided through the process of the 
‘Dance Steps’ in relation to the three selected artworks including Ash Keating’s 
Copenhagen (2009), Lawrence Argent’s I See What You Mean (2005), and 
Anish Kapoor’s Sky Mirror (2006). With each artwork, they were asked about 
their first impressions and then to describe what they were seeing as if they 
were describing it to a friend on the telephone. They were then instructed to 
analyse the work by questioning their thoughts and feelings in response to 
what they described and were seeing. The guide also provided a series of 
analytical questions to assist with this process. I asked them to interpret the 
artwork with a question like ‘what do you think the work is about?’. At this 
stage I started to provide them with more background information about each 
artwork, such as context, site information, materials and processes, before 
asking them to reflect on the exercise and to assess if their thoughts or feelings 
changed since the first impression. 
 
The next stage involved breaking the large group into smaller groups of 3-4 
people to keep dialogue and energy flowing. Each group was given a stack of 
approximately 30 images of public artworks, colourful Post-it notes and pens. 
They were asked to practice the ‘Dance Steps’, record their comments about 
the artworks on the Post-it notes, and to group the images based on their 
discussions and any common themes arising from the tour and workshop. 
This was followed by the question: How would you describe an amazing 
artwork in Yea? We asked them to consider and record what were their non-
negotiable criteria and themes, along with their ideal outcome for a public 
artwork in Yea. This would later provide insights for our team to understand 
the boundaries of our bargaining area (Fig. 106). 
 
The group was given approximately 25 minutes for this exercise, whereby they 
started to draw out ideas for what they might envision for a public artwork in 
their community using some of the examples provided to articulate their ideas. 
Following the exercise we facilitated a discussion on the some of the issues and 
themes that resonated with their smaller groups. We fleshed out what were 
some of the non-negotiable considerations and/or constraints, along with 
some of their aspirations for the potential artwork. This informed the 
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considerations and criteria for the design brief along with the objectives of The 
Riparian Project.  
_ 
 
The Design Brief 
 
The design brief (Appendix 7) outlines the criteria and considerations for the 
The Riparian Project artwork in Yea. The document takes into account 
discussions with the Public Art Advisory Group in July 2011 and several 
discussions with our partners The Yea Wetlands Committee of Management. 
Upon confirmation and feedback, I progressed to develop 2-3 concepts for a 
public artwork in accordance with the project and partner objectives, along 
with the themes and criteria from the PAAG – all of which informed the final 
design brief. 
 
The Riparian Project’s objective is to create an original, site-specific, 
contemporary public artwork that: 
• Extends the public’s awareness of the environmental impacts of 
unrestricted grazing on riparian land (e.g. functionally, educationally, 
and/or metaphorically, etc.); 
• Invites interdisciplinary collaboration, community engagement and 
public participation in the development and presentation; 
• And, promotes dialogue on river health, while exploring ways to create 
solutions to riparian grazing and river protection. 	  
Themes arising from the community consultation with the PAAG include: 
• River protection and conservation – the artwork will extend the 
public’s awareness of river health in a positive and celebratory manner 
• Connection/Intersection – the geographical location of Yea, its 
history, the rail trail, between the restoration area of the wetlands and 
the grazed area, etc.  
 
Criteria and considerations arising from the community consultation with the 
first PAAG workshop included:  
• Permanent:  The artwork will be a permanent feature in the Yea 
wetlands site 
• Integrated: The artwork will be sensitive to the site through the use of 
materials and its location as to not disrupt any natural habitats in the 
day or night; provides another dimension enhancing the site; and 
linked to the place conceptually 
Figure 106 - 
Diagram of the 
decision-making 
model for the Yea 
artwork. 
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• Compelling: The artwork will be intriguing/seductive, positive and 
hopeful. The artwork should not be disturbing/confronting or ‘ugly’ 
in terms of materials used or subject matter 
• Challenging:  The work should encourage viewers to look at the site 
in a different light rather than act as ornamentation. It should be 
innovative, creative and original 
• Contemporary:  The artwork is not historical – it creates its own 
history. The work will enhance the public’s awareness of 
contemporary art in a positive way. 	  
Concept Development 
In the majority of public art proposal submissions an artist responds to a 
design brief, develops one concept and submits preliminary sketches for 
review through an adjudication process. A jury of peers and related 
stakeholders review the submitted proposal, often against the submission of 
other proposals by other artists. The artwork(s) that best meet the criteria of 
the design brief and demonstrates ingenuity is/are typically the one(s) selected 
to undertake a second stage process in order to assess feasibility and budgetary 
constraints and considerations. Our format does not adhere to this standard 
format, first because the PAAG and our team developed the design brief 
collaboratively under the direction of The Riparian Project mandate. Secondly, 
the artist (myself) responded to the design brief with two preliminary concepts 
rather than one. And lastly, the assessment was facilitated with the artist 
present with a cohort of community members (not a jury of peers) with highly 
vested attitudes and interests in the outcomes of the project. As we found out, 
this format also hindered our prospects of obtaining many state and federal art 
grants as the majority of these grant programs do not allow projects that have 
already conducted community engagement. 
 
The Riparian Project team believes it is vital for this project to have 
community support, to ensure that the artwork and the objectives of the 
project extend beyond the paddock in the Yea Wetlands. A way to achieve this 
is to moderate the workshops and our community engagement through 
inclusion, and transparent participatory processes. I chose to develop two 
concepts for the Yea artwork as a means of extending the outcomes of the 
visual literacy workshop and to enhance the participatory process and 
experience for the PAAG members. I felt that the PAAG members could 
compare and contrast the merits and weaknesses, feasibility and potential 
opportunities better with two artwork concepts than one, and we would have a 
better chance of achieving consensus and an ideal outcome at the end of the 
workshop for everyone involved. 
 
Public Art Advisory Group - Workshop II:  Presentation of Artwork 
Concepts 
The workshop commenced with Amanda providing a recap of the project to 
date, a review of the design brief (objectives and themes) and the key criteria 
and considerations for the proposed artwork, agreed upon at the first 
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workshop. In the second stage of the workshop, I introduced the two 
preliminary concepts I developed in response to the design brief. The 
proposed site I chose for the artwork was an adjacent paddock to the Yea 
Wetlands.  
 
The Kits 
The concepts for the Yea public artwork are both based on the idea of do-it-
yourself (DIY) or readymade kits. DIY culture teaches us that we can have 
most of what we want if we learn to DIY rather than waiting for experts, time 
and external resources. In Melbourne and abroad, there are musicians and 
authors self-publishing, DIY dating, self-help and home improvements, and a 
pioneering force of social entrepreneurs tackling numerous social issues in a 
DIY approach. In fact, so much in the world of sustainability and 
permaculture reinforces DIY ways of living. DIY culture is an empowering 
mindset with a capacity to transcend most areas of everyday living. It helps us 
to service our own needs while uncovering the value in the creative work of 
others. Since riparian grazing is a highly contested issue, I wanted the artwork 
to reflect a DIY approach to inspire landholders to take the initiative to fence 
their waterways from livestock without intervention or legislation from 
government.  
 
 
Concept No.1 
Stitching the Landscape was designed based 
on a travel sewing kit, like one you would 
receive as a hotel guest to mend a snag or 
reattach a button. Imagine the same kit 
enlarged where the dressmakers pin is 8 
meters in height, spilled out along a paddock, 
adjacent to the Yea River. Instead of fence 
posts and barbed wire, golden stitches mark 
the terrain between paddock and riparian 
zone.  
 	    
Figure 107 - Public 
Art Advisory Group 
workshop II - 
introducing the 
Stitching the 
Landscape concept, 
January 2012 
	  
Figure 108 - Travel sewing 
kit. 
Figure 109 - 
Dressmaker pin 
used in sewing and 
mapping. 
IMAGE REMOVED 
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The original concept links the idea of sewing/mending or ‘repairing’ riparian zones with stitches to the 
idea of navigation (e.g. putting a pin on a map). The dressmakers pin is the same pin used in GPS 
mobile mapping. To me, the pin represented marking a spot of importance. In this case, best practice in 
riparian land management. The proposal included transforming the paddock into a community garden 
in the configuration of a quilt pattern. Drawing on linkages within the community, I proposed engaging 
a local artist to facilitate a related public art project working with the local Landcare and Catchment 
Management Authority to involve local schools in the planting efforts; developing a mobile app for 
interpretive and education purposes with the Yea Wetlands Committee of Management; and involving 
the local quilting group to participate with Yea Cittaslow, another community group focused on the 
slow food movement, local culture and sustainable agriculture. 
 
Concept No.2 
The DIY Riparian Model Kit was designed on DIY hobby model kits, popularised in the 1940’s by kids 
and enthusiasts. The model kits included injection-moulded pieces with decals and complex instruction 
sheets for assembly. The assembled car, airplane or rocket ship would find its home in a collection or 
elaborate diorama. In this incarnation, DIY Riparian Model Kit looks like a billboard-size plastic model 
kit ready for assembly, comprised of a life-sized cow in two parts, fencing tools and materials, and a 
water trough and pumping system. There is a positive and negative side to each component to give the 
impression that if assembled together, each component would form a 3D shape and could be used to 
fence the cow from the river.  
 
The concept for this artwork captures the DIY idea in a bold and whimsical manner, but also functions 
as a ‘sculptural double entendre’. On first appearance, the seemingly plastic artwork provokes curiosity. 
	  
Figure 110 - Plastic model kit, US Army Staff 
Car model, 1942, scale 1:72. 
Figure 111 - Public Art Advisory Group 
workshop II, introducing the DIY Riparian 
Model Kit concept, January 2012. 
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Unravelling the layers of meaning between the elements in the ‘frame’, and as the name implies, 
suggests a DIY method to improving river health. Humour as a communication style (as discussed in 
chapter two) is used to capture attention, with the resulting artwork being read as playful without being 
overly didactic about the environmental issue it addresses.  The artwork’s (vintage) toy-like form also 
has the capacity to appeal to young and old. The component style of this artwork allows for other 
structures or components to be added later or to be partially disassembled and integrated in its 
installation site. 
 
The proposal included using the format of ‘instruction sheets’ to develop interpretive elements for the 
Yea Wetlands Interpretive Centre; possible miniature DIY kits for retail and/or educational purposes; a 
mobile application for education and interpretive purposes; and modular possibilities that could be 
integrated within the new branding of the wetlands. 
 
Facilitated discussion and decision-making 
Amanda and Nicola led the facilitated discussion about the two concepts with the PAAG, while I fielded 
questions and documented feedback. The PAAG were once again divided into smaller groups of 3-4 to 
discuss the concepts. They were asked to discuss and report the following questions: 
• What grabs your attention in each concept? 
• Consider viewing the artwork as a visitor to Yea / a child on school excursion / in winter / in 
summer / in flood / in drought. Describe what you see in the artwork. 
• How do you see the artworks functioning in the Yea community and landscape? 
• Do you see any relationships between the sculptural elements and potential sites? 
• How do you think the concepts reflect the aims of The Riparian Project? 
Figure 112 - Public Art Advisory Group workshop II, 
which included the concept presentation, group 
activities and selection followed by a site visit, January 
2012, Yea, Victoria. 
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After 20-25 minutes of discussion, one person from each group presented 
their group’s comments and feedback. All of the comments (positive and 
negative) were written on a whiteboard. Jen summarised the comments and 
the PAAG were asked: Which artwork are you leaning towards for Yea?  By a 
vote of hands, concept no. 1 - Stitching the Landscape was selected by the 
PAAG to be developed further including a feasibility study. The workshop 
ended with a tour of the paddock adjacent to the Yea Wetlands to discuss site 
considerations. 
 
Reflection on the decision process 
Following the second workshop, our team felt that the decision to select 
concept no.1 could have been facilitated differently. We received feedback 
from our workshop evaluation informing us that some PAAG members felt 
that they weren’t heard and that there some people who had ulterior motives 
for choosing Stitching the Landscape. In hindsight, a better solution to the 
selection process would have been to have an anonymous ballot. However, we 
were not aware of some of the underlying conflicts of interests and competing 
priorities at the time.  
 
Stage II - Feasibility study, partnerships and funding 
This Feasibility Study is a document that objectively and rationally uncovers 
the strengths and weaknesses of the chosen artwork, design and proposed 
installation site. This includes identifying opportunities and threats presented 
by the environment and the resources required to carry through the project for 
success to both The Riparian Project team and The Yea Wetlands Committee 
of Management. The feasibility study precedes the technical development and 
fabrication of the artwork and coincides with the process to secure necessary 
costs and approval for the project’s complete implementation.  
 
In consultation with our engineer Tom Ryan, we conducted a feasibility study 
on the Stitching the Landscape concept. During this stage, we also held 
consultations with various stakeholder groups to develop support and 
partnership. This included a council briefing with The Shire of Murrundindi 
Council which Nicola and Amanda led. The preliminary site analysis created a 
number of challenges that required major changes to the original concept (e.g. 
flooding, pedestrian inaccessibility, weed control, road traffic issues, etc.). 
While this process was underway, Regional Arts Victoria (RAV) announced 
the Small Town Transformations program on behalf of the Victoria 
Government to fund five ‘transformative’ artistic projects for towns with fewer 
than 1,500 people, with each project receiving $350,000. Our pilot project in 
Yea was eligible as we fulfilled all of the preliminary criteria for the expression 
of interest.  
 
The RAV program kick-started our project as we had to fast track some of the 
decision-making and expand the scope of our project as the grant nearly 
tripled our initial budget allowance. With the Yea Wetlands Committee of 
Management, we brokered in-kind and in-principle support from The Shire of 
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Murrundindi, Cittaslow, the Yea Business and Tourism Association and the 
Taungurung Clans Aboriginal Corporation. We also procured an agreement 
from The Department of Sustainability and Environment for long-term use 
the proposed site (a weed infested paddock adjacent to the Yea Wetlands), and 
the Goulburn-Broken Catchment Management Authority agreed to replace all 
of the fencing and invasive weeds in the paddock with new fencing and 500 
indigenous trees and shrubs. This was also timely as the plans for the Y-Water 
Discovery Centre were being finalised. We expanded the scope of Stitching the 
Landscape proposal to include additional sculptural and interpretive elements, 
landscaping and project management. If successful, it would help to expand 
the Yea Wetlands conservation area, create dynamic interpretive elements that 
demonstrated best practice in riparian land management, permanently 
exclude livestock from the area, and provide the town of Yea with an iconic 
artwork at the town entrance. 
 
We were unsuccessful with our application, however the groundwork for the 
expanded project was complete. We used the application to apply for other 
state and federal funding opportunities and were able to raise awareness of our 
project with organisations like Melbourne Water, The City of Melbourne and 
Environment Victoria. I also re-worked the DIY Riparian Model Kit into a 
second proposal that allows the project to be completed in modular 
components (see Appendix 8 and Appendix 9 for the revised proposals).  
 
The Stitching the Landscape concept has been tabled as we have exhausted 
measures to modify the artwork, as it would compromise our objectives and 
the integrity of the concept. The Riparian Project team has decided to finance 
the fabrication and installation of one component of the DIY Riparian Model 
Kit (titled DIY Model Cow) to be integrated in the existing wetlands area in 
proximity to the Y-Water Discovery Centre and the Yea River, with the hope 
that the remainder of the modular sculpture will be realised over time. A 3D 
model of the whole DIY Riparian Model Kit along with an animated video and 
other interpretive elements are being designed for the Y-Water Discovery 
Centre. 
 
Once the modular component of the DIY Riparian Model Kit is installed in 
situ in the Yea Wetlands, we will evaluate the pilot project, host a public event 
to report the outcomes and determine what the next stage for The Riparian 
Project will be.
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Outcomes and considerations 
Finding pathways to reconcile the interface between function and the 
aesthetics of necessity is a compelling area of inquiry in the provision of 
environment public art both in a rural context and in the broader global 
community, especially in a time of anthropogenic climate change when water 
scarcity and security concerns rise63. It is a process of perpetual responsiveness 
with a constant shifting ground that is time consuming, strategic, built on 
relationships, and negotiating constraints and prospects outside of traditional 
art institutions and frameworks. It also rests outside of traditional legal and 
natural resource management strategies to influence change.  
 
The transdisciplinary expertise and organisation of our team helps to establish 
credibility amongst all of our stakeholder groups and the ability to 
communicate on a variety of levels to meet various audience needs. It also is 
an innovative approach uncommon in many professional organisations 
working on intractable environmental problems. As we learned, there are 
processes of uncovering complimentary objectives, developing a common 
language, and negotiating between an ideal outcome and the bottom line non-
negotiable objectives when working with community groups. The pilot project 
in Yea raised a number of valuable questions about facilitating a collaborative 
approach to environmental public art that will likely inform future approaches 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
63 Australians ranked water shortages (#1), water quality (#3) and drought (#4) as their 
main environmental concerns in the 2014 CSIRO’s Fourth annual survey of Australian 
attitudes to climate change: Interim report.  
in my own practice and for The Riparian Project. Some of the questions 
include: 
• How do we best meet the needs of the project and our project objectives, 
while maintaining a participatory and democratic approach? 
• How do we maintain the aesthetic integrity of the artwork without being 
too literal, overly didactic or proselytising one point of view? 
• How do we appease the risk-adverse and conservatism of council and 
some community members, without hindering trust and engagement with 
the legacy objectives of the project? 
• How do we reconcile these constrains without compromising outcomes? 
• How do we reconcile the interface between function and the aesthetics of 
necessity in environmental public art discourse, namely the possibility of 
compromising the poetics and criticality of a strong contemporary public 
artwork in favour of the artwork’s educational and environmental 
benefits? 
 
The culmination of this research presents some of the process-based responses 
to these questions in the exhibition Art & The Anthropocene: Processes of 
response and communication in an era of critical uncertainty. 
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Art & The Anthropocene: Processes of response and communication in an 
era of crit ical uncertainty  	  
Art & The Anthropocene: Processes of response and communication in an era of critical uncertainty is a 
process-based exhibition of selected artworks including drawing, projection, animation, sculpture, 
prints and documentation ((as show in the exhibition layout draft – Figure 114). It is my intention 
that the exhibition reflects some of my approaches to complexity and process in environmental art 
practice, through mechanisms of placement and display. The exhibition space is therefore deliberately 
split to reveal and contrast connections between content (e.g. human and non-human relationships, 
anthropogenic activities causing ecological breakdown, local versus global, the imaginary versus the 
literal, DIY animation versus 3D animation, etc.) and processes of creative response (e.g. drawing, 
interactive drawing projection, community engagement, collaboration, etc.).   
  
Selected artworks 
Instead of presenting an arrangement of artworks representing four years of studio-led research, I 
took a curatorial approach to the design of the exhibition.  I selected artworks that I think best 
embody some of the conceptual and theoretical aspects of my investigations (see Appendix 17).  In 
focusing on the division of space as a means to highlight the interplay between affective poetics and 
the aesthetics of necessity in process-based environmental practice, I positioned two large-scale, 
complex drawings across from the public art activities of my practice with The Riparian Project.  
These approaches are vastly different in intention, aesthetics and outcome, therefore offering the 
viewer layers of insight into the creative process and methods to communicate and respond to 
complex ecological issues. 
	   	  
	  
Figure 113 - 3D rendering of the DIY Riparian Model Kit  
(front and back). 
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Figure 114 - Exhibition plan draft, (revised copy – 9 May 2015)	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CHAPTER IV 
ART & THE ANTHROPOCENE 
 
Art works [exist] in the shuttered twilights where darkness 
bestows a tenderness and protection, a secret place where the  
psyche feels safe enough to alter…this is the profound task of 
art, to find seeds of transcendence deep in the dark and minding 
earth…[far from the propaganda that lurks in the daylight].  
- Jay Griffiths (2012)  [added] 
 
OVERVIEW  	  
The idea of shaping the land64, drawing and carving on walls65 and erecting 
monuments in aesthetic ways66 is older than history itself. This has no doubt 
been of great benefit to human history, though it raises the question of how 
much of this human creativity ends up benefiting non-humans and the earth 
itself?67 Our environment is a constant subject of inquiry, “it functions as a 
mirror and as a lens: in it we see the space we occupy and ourselves as we 
occupy it” (Kastner and Wallis, 1998, p. 80). However, in the past two hundred 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
64 i.e. The Great Serpent Mound (Ohio, USA) and The Nazca Lines (Nazca Desert, Peru)   
65 i.e. Cave painting galleries exist all around the world on every continent except 
Antarctica. The most renowned and studied are those located in France and Australia 
leading back 35,000 – 40,000 years.  
66 i.e. Stonehenge (UK), Moai (Easter Island), pyramids built by the Mayans and Egyptians, 
religious temples and statues across the world, to iconic architectural forms that identify 
cities like the Eiffel Tower, Statue of Liberty, Mount Rushmore, etc.  
67This is undoubtedly an expansive topic of inquiry that many artists including myself are 
investigating through materials, practice and process.  Arguably, some of the examples 
presented in this chapter achieve ‘measurable’ impact than others. 
years or so, the images in this mirror have become more distorted and 
distressed. 
 
As we have seen in chapter one, environmental change has accelerated 
significantly in recent decades. It is not surprising that artists across the globe 
are responding to some of its complexities, but nonetheless this form of 
responding also draws from a wide range of cultural traditions including 
Romanticism. Many contemporary artists seek to reach new audiences beyond 
the gallery walls in order to critique institutionalisation, globalisation, 
consumerism and the incessant exploitation of nature through human activity. 
Some have sought to engage communities with sustainability ideas and 
methods, whilst others seek collaborations with decision makers and industry 
to generate change towards ecological recovery of areas destroyed by 
anthropogenic activities.  
 
The precursors to this contemporary practice lie within earlier art and critical 
frameworks and this chapter provides an historical and theoretical overview of 
what has largely been defined as ‘environmental art’ in this period68. This 
discussion includes collaborative cultural practices in the Western context 
using a model adapted from William L. Fox’s work and upcoming book The 
Art of the Anthropocene (2013). It then concludes with an emphasis on 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
68 I use the term ‘Environmental Art’ loosely in this paragraph and will elaborate on the 
terminology throughout this chapter. 
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contemporary environmental art and how its practitioners are responding to 
critical issues such as climate change, and the role of art in a globalised context 
as a means to influence social responses to the problem.  
 
This overview of ‘environmental art’ is by no means exhaustive, but it does 
examine some of the prevailing critical discourse of Western art from the 
1960’s onward. While there are many intersecting movements that inform and 
converge with environmental art practice, my focus is on the relationships 
between art and ecology and the aesthetics of environmental art as it relates to 
public art practice and collaboration. 
 
THE ART OF THE ANTHROPOCENE 
 
As discussed in Chapter 1, the concept of the ‘Anthropocene’ was popularized 
by Paul Cruzen to denote a period of time governed by human activity. The 
Art of the Anthropocene, according to Fox, has three stages based on Cruzen’s 
argument: the first is the period of Industrialisation (1790’s to post WWII), the 
second is the Great Acceleration (from the 1950’s) and the final stage is Earth 
Systems Science (1990’s to the present)69. These stages each represent a shift in 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
69 Fox’s timeline varies from Cruzen’s et. al's three stages of the Anthropocene. In Crutzen’s 
timeline the dates are: Stage I - The Industrial Era (ca. 1800 – 1945), Stage II - The Great 
Acceleration (1945 – ca. 2015), and Stage III is optimistically titled ‘Stewards of the Earth 
System?’ (ca. 2015 - ?) STEFFEN, W., CRUTZEN, P. J. & MCNEILL, J. R. 2007. The 
anthropocene: are humans now overwhelming the great forces of nature? Ambio, 36, 614-
621.  
artistic practices, and the representation and social conceptualisation of 
nature. This includes the shift from Fox’s first stage of the representation of 
nature as sublime in landscape painting, to the second stage of the 
Anthropocene in which the landscape itself provided the material for 
earthworks. It also includes the shift from geographical and botanical 
representations of nature in colonial exploration in the first stage of the 
Anthropocene, through to the processes of globalisation in the current era of 
the Anthropocene, to art that catalyses social change by addressing the 
problem of the human impact on the earth and its biosphere.  
 
Before proceeding, it is important to clarify the critical terminology of 
environmental art and ecological art, before leading to other related and 
established terms such as ‘art in nature, ‘land art’, ‘earth art’ and ‘earthworks’. 
Further to this, I discuss more contemporary terms such as ‘ecoventions’, ‘eco-
art’ (short for ecological art), ‘green art’ and ‘sustainable art’. As an artist, I 
have been challenged consistently by this terminology; this is why I prefer 
Fox’s timeline, which extends beyond cultural discourse to the wider global 
environmental context. We are living in a precarious period unprecedented in  
human history, and I see my research as a response to the environmental crisis 
rather than participating in specific art movements as such. I am not alone this 
recognition of the limitations of art terminology, and as Sam Brower (Director 
of greenmuseum.org) points out, “many artists and critics use the words […] 
interchangeably or at times use the same term to mean different things” 
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(2009). Until recently, many environmental artworks were largely ignored by 
the contemporary art world, primarily due to the fact that most environmental 
works exist either temporarily or permanently outside of the white cube. 
Further to the discussion in chapter 3 pertaining to the marginalization of 
‘environmental art’ from a formalist perspective, such works are also process-
oriented and therefore do not necessarily conform to conventional curatorial 
modes or to the conventions of the art market.  
 
Bower uses ‘environmental art’ as an umbrella term to describe the whole art 
movement, yet still differentiates between earlier Land Art and Earth Art with 
the more inclusive and “catchier” term ‘eco-art’ to identify more 
contemporary work with its embedded threads of social activism. Instead of 
‘environmental art’, Sue Spaid chooses ‘Land Art’ as a more generic term 
encompassing earthworks, art in nature, environmental art and ecological art. 
She differentiates ‘Land Art’ as the kind of artworks with a sense of 
monumentality that are situated either permanently or temporarily outside, 
and predominantly comprised of organic materials. To Spaid, it is 
‘environmental art’ that aims to raise awareness about natural forces, and 
coins the term ‘ecovention’ to art that brings action and ingenuity to 
environmental issues (Spaid, 2002a, 11). However, as Gablik contends, just 
because an artist uses materials from nature or earthmovers to move dirt, this 
does not “automatically imply ecological consciousness” (1991, 141) or an 
engagement with issues such as global climate change. Kastner and Wallis 
survey of 1960’s Land Art movement and its impact and evolution in 
contemporary environmental art practice is less subjective in its terminology, 
and focuses instead on the complex interplay between artists working 
thematically and physically with the land and environment. Instead of 
attempting to compartmentalise artworks, Kastner and Wallis use themes such 
as integration, interruption, involvement, implementation and imagining, 
which are designed to suggest ideas that engage the public imagination (1998). 
  
The general consensus amongst such writers is that there has been a significant 
shift in the conceptual and formal frameworks of environmental practice in art 
since the 1990’s. In this relatively new critical and aesthetic field, there is a 
proliferation of art world terms, each with its inherent ecological and political 
implications. In this study, however, I prefer to locate my research in the 
context of the historical model defined by Fox in which the first two phases of 
the Anthropocene pertain to ‘environmental art’ which encompasses all land 
and environmental art practices up to the 1990’s; and the recent phase in 
which contemporary environmental art and ecological artworks focus on more 
contemporary ecological issues. These three phases will now be discussed 
further in this chapter.  
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ART OF THE INDUSTRIAL ERA 
 
The art of the industrial era was coeval with European Romanticism, 
particularly as it developed in Britain, France and Germany. During this 
period the Romantic emphasis on the imagination and emotion, the sublime 
and a new engagement with the experience of nature flourished in literature, 
art, music, philosophy and politics. In the aftermath of the French Revolution 
of 1789, the glorification of ideals like individual heroism, and a new 
responsiveness to the aesthetic qualities of nature indicated a general 
resistance to many established social conventions and resistance to the 
encroachment of industrialization. A greater emphasis on the imagination, 
subjective experience and the expression of emotions shifted the role of the 
artist in society from the margins to the foreground, as conveyors of meaning 
in an unsettling and rapidly changing period in time. Major paintings of 
French Romanticism also captured the socio-political turbulence of the time, 
such as Théodore Géricault’s The Raft of Medusa (1818-1819) or Eugène 
Delacroix’s La Liberté Guidant le Peuple (Liberty Leading the People, 1830) 
along with William Blake’s collection of poems Songs of Innocence and 
Experience (1789).  
 
Simultaneously, the heightened interest in nature as a powerful force to be 
reckoned with dominated Romantic subject matter in art and literature – 
primarily in painting and poetry in ways that were constituted as a form of 
social critique against capitalist politics and industrialisation in Europe. This is 
evident in the rich symbolism, style and subject matter of Théodore 
Géricault’s The Raft of Medusa (1818-1819) and Joseph Turner’s The Slave 
Ship (1840). Both paintings depict actual historical maritime events during the 
period of the slave trade, and are as much about human nature as they are 
about man’s engagement with the sublime qualities of nature. Stylistically the 
works are very different, but they both convey strong contrasts between the 
real and the unreal; lightness versus darkness; and between what is situated in 
the foreground in the viewer’s space and what exists in the distance. Géricault 
captures the moment when survivors, abandoned at sea aboard a makeshift 
raft, wave feverishly to be rescued at a ship in the distance. Despair is 
contrasted against hope as the storm breaks and the entangled bodies stretch 
from the turbulent waves toward the distance. At first glance, Turner’s 
painting appears to be a colourful sunset casting light on a stormy sea until we 
Figure 115- Géricault The Raft of Medusa, 
1818-19, oil on canvas. 
	  
Figure 116 - Turner, The Slave Ship, 1840, 
oil on canvas. 
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notice the human carnage in the right foreground as human limbs bound with 
chains reach skyward out of the water. The violence of the moment is 
compounded by the ominous swirls of waves that will inevitably drown the 
slaves and lash against their captors’ ship in the distance. Nature appears to 
make no distinction between the culpable and their victims, yet both artists 
focus on human corruption and cruelty in contrast to the power of nature, 
which seems to threaten a form of merciless reprisal.  
 
In the English tradition, pastoral landscape paintings romanticised a simpler 
way of life contrasting the highly developing industrial and urban centres – 
most notably by artist John Constable (1776 – 1837) and also Joseph Turner 
(1775–1851). As Timothy Morton explains, “since the Romantic period, 
nature has been used to support the capitalist theory of value and to 
undermine it; to point out what is intrinsically human, and to exclude the 
human; to inspire kindness and compassion, and to justify competition and 
cruelty” (2007, 19). Moreover, with the increased separation of nature from 
the human sphere of cultural activity, Morton argues, nature is perceived as 
something ‘over there’, as something to be revered. The risk with such 
fetishisations of nature is that we objectify it to the extent that we longer see 
ourselves as a part of it. As Morton states, “putting something like called 
Nature on a pedestal and admiring it from afar does for the environment what 
patriarch does for the figure of Woman. It is a paradoxical act of sadistic 
admiration” (2007, 5). 
While artists of the 19th century explored new terrain in environmental subject 
matter with fervour, the early signs of anthropocentric impact on the 
environment (increased greenhouse gases) were being deposited in the polar 
icecaps and atmosphere. Artists of this period were less concerned about 
sentimentality and more interested in depicting the real. As explorers, 
colonisers, botanists, scientists and geographers journeyed to distant lands, the 
uncharted planet yielded abundant new source material for artists, along with 
botanical and zoological discoveries in partnership with cartographers, 
geographers and other professionals on the journey. It could be argued that 
this practice was a form of artistic collaboration and a model of research 
becoming art as early colonial images of such unchartered territory provided a 
wealth of documentation leading to further scientific and philosophical 
discourse. At the same time, this burgeoning subject matter appealed to the 
emerging middle classes and created a consumption market with people eager 
to possess such images of ‘exotic’ Nature as a new form of documentation with 
which to adorn living spaces and to fill cabinets of curiosity. 	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The explorer, geographer and naturalist Alexander von Humboldt (1769 – 
1859) believed the educational value of landscape pictures outweighed their 
commercial value as catalysts for intercultural communication in providing an 
aesthetic understanding of nature (Buttimer, 2012), rather than its commerce 
value. Later regarded by Charles Darwin as “the greatest scientific traveller 
who ever lived”, von Humboldt embarked on an epic journey through the 
Americas in the turn of the 19th century. His scientific drawings of landscapes 
sought to reveal “not only the material (ecological), but also the aesthetic and 
ethical dimensions of humanity’s relationship with the natural world” (2012) 
in ways that encouraged other artists to move away from romantic 
representations of the environment toward more realistic representations of 
the natural world. Imbuing poetics, emotion and realism in this new 
representation of local environments, von Humboldt believed the work would 
create greater understanding of the interconnectedness and transient nature of 
what we now call the biosphere. His legacy inspired not only 19th century 
writers, artists, naturalists and scientists, but continues today to resonate with 
conservationists and environmentalists. 
 
Similarly, the Prussian polymath Ernst Haeckel was also a traveller and 
accomplished illustrator. His fascination with the biological realm led to the 
discovery, identification and illustration of thousands of species  (see Figs. 118 
& 119). He coined numerous biological terms including ‘ecology’ - the 
scientific study or organisms and their interactions and relationships with 
Figure 117 – Alexander von Humboldt, 1817, De distribution 
geographica plantarum secundum coeli temperiem et altitudinem 
montium, folded leaf of plates from Lutetiae Parisiorum: In Libraria 
Graeco-Latino-Germanica. This image compares the plants found at 
comparable elevations on Chimborazo, Mont Blanc, and Sulitjelma in 
Norway. 	  
	  
Figure 118 - Ernst Haeckel, 
Ascidiacea, 1904 
Figure 119 - Ernst Haeckel, 
Trochilidae, 1904 
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their environment. A contemporary of Charles Darwin, Haeckel popularised 
the English naturalist’s work in Germany. He understood the limitations of the 
literate class in understanding Darwin’s book Origins of the Species, a 
challenging scientific and theoretical work on evolutionary biology, with 
minimal diagrams and illustrations. Haeckel’s brightly coloured, intricate 
illustrations of newly discovered species from exotic environments would 
create a fresh dimension of understanding of the biological world and theories 
on creationism. Haeckel’s drawings triggered imaginations and curiosity, and 
through this creative approach, he initiated a new pathway for people to 
comprehend and appreciate science. 
 
ART OF THE GREAT ACCELERATION ERA 
 
Environmental art of the Great Acceleration70 Era marks a period from the 
1950’s onward to roughly the 1990’s. This period marked an explosion of 
human activity largely fuelled by advances in the oil and gas industry, which 
saw the world population expand more than double from 2.55 to 5.28 billion. 
Environmental art was ‘initiated’ during this period, around the 1960’s and 
gained further momentum in the 1970’s and 1980’s. Artists associated with 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
70 The term ‘Great Acceleration’ was first used in a working group at the 2005 Dahlem 
Conference on the history of the human-environment relationship. The working group 
included Paul Crutzen, Will Steffen and John McNeill and the first journal article using the 
term was published in Steffen et al., 2007 (STEFFEN, W., BROADGATE, W., DEUTSCH, 
L., GAFFNEY, O. & LUDWIG, C. 2015. The trajectory of the Anthropocene: The Great 
Acceleration. The Anthropocene Review, 1-18.). 
environmental art during this period were largely influenced and motivated by 
different ideas and sources, and worked mainly outside of traditional studio 
and gallery spaces. Insofar as environmental art intersects with ecology and 
environment in some capacity, there is no neutrality or unifying principles in 
the practice – whether there is overt ecological indifference, exploitation or 
activism, the only prevailing connection in the practice is that ecological 
politics is inherent (Auping, 1983, 94).  
In the USA, a number of artists began working with the landscape, primarily 
for the formal possibilities its scale and materiality offered. The artwork itself 
and the location were inextricably linked and was often an extension of their 
sculptural practice. Such monumental works of this Greenbergian aesthetic 
include Michael Heizer’s Double Negative (1969), Robert Smithson’s Spiral 
Jetty (1970), Christo and Jeanne-Claude’s Running Fence (1972-76) and Walter 
Figure 120 – Michael Heizer, Double Negative, 1969. Figure 121 – Michael Heizer, 
Double Negative, 1969, satellite 
photograph. 
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De Maria’s The Lightening Field (1974-77). Artists of this 
generation were less concerned about the environmental 
impact of their artworks, let alone communicating beyond 
the sanctified boundaries of the art object itself. According 
to Kastner and Wallis, the work represented “an apotheosis 
of formalism and the evolution of Minimalism” and is 
often said to be “the most macho of post-war art 
programmes”, lacking any sense of spirituality or sensuality 
(1998, 15). In some ways, this work was perceived as anti-
art and anti-establishment created by well-established 
artists, already represented by leading galleries with access 
to resources and patronage. For instance, both Heizer and 
Smithson were publicly indifferent to ecological ethics and 
environmental protection in the development of their 
works and more concerned about art-world politics. 
Heizer’s Double Negative was created by carving 240,000 
tons of earth using explosives and industrial machinery to 
create mammoth trenches in two cliff faces in the Moapa 
Valley, Nevada. The massive displacement of rock and 
material destroyed subtle life systems in the area, which 
Heizer paid little regard and defended his case by 
comparing his impact to modern industrial mining. He 
stated, “I don’t care about landscape. I’m a sculptor. Real 
estate is dirt, and dirt is material” (Heizer qtd. in Gablik, 
1991, 140). 
 
Along with Heizer, Robert Smithson was also strongly 
opposed to environmentalist perspectives on nature. Both 
were heavily criticised for their environmental insensitivity 
in the creation of their works, as ‘they didn’t want to be the 
clean-up artist…[or] their work to be some sort of artistic 
Band-Aid” (Chris McAuliffe qtd. in Buchanan, 2014). Robert 
Smithson was interested in creating bridges conceptually 
between industry, nature, commerce, politics and society 
through his art, but predominantly for the sake of artistic 
inquiry. In Smithson’s earlier works, he was largely 
captivated by the grandness of using heavy construction 
equipment to move earth to create his monumental works. 
Later in his career, Smithson became aware of the potential 
ecological implications of continuing this body of work in 
decreasing ‘virgin landscapes’ and approached mining 
companies to use their industrial sites as what he saw as “a 
way of recycling the land for aesthetic purposes” (Auping, 
1983, 97). Aware of the numerous abandoned quarries and 
	  
Figure 123 - Robert Smithson, Asphalt 
Rundown, 1969, Rome, Italy. 
Figure 122- Robert Smithson, Glue Pour, 
1969, Vancouver, British Columbia, 
Canada. 
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polluted lakes spread across the USA, Smithson saw these sites as an 
opportunity to explore ideas of reclamation – but not for ecological restorative 
purposes, as this quote would otherwise suggest: 
The world needs coal and highways, but we do not need the 
results of strip-mining or highway trusts. Economics, when 
abstracted from the world, is blind to natural processes. Art can 
become a resource that mediates between the ecologist and the 
industrialist. Ecology and industry are not one-way streets, 
rather they should be crossroads. Art can help to provide the 
needed dialectic between them (Smithson, 1979, 22). 	  
With increasing pressure in the USA for 
industrial mining companies to clean up 
polluted sites, Smithson’s proposals were 
not well received. Instead of proposing 
works that provided a commentary on 
modern industrial mining practices or 
attempted to ameliorate the landscape from 
the abuses of mining, “Smithson was not 
really mediating between ecology and 
industry…[he] was hiring himself out to decorate an area of landscape the 
mining company had exploited (Auping, 1983, 97). He saw “industry’s role in 
molding new land forms” and intended to incorporate it into his work rather 
than conceal it or improve up on it (Spaid, 2002a). Prior to his untimely death 
in 1973, Smithson only realised one of his proposed reclamation works: 
Broken Circle/Spiral Hill (1971) in Emmen, Netherlands. Critics of these 
monumental artworks by Heizer, Smithson and others like Christo and De 
Maria have argued that they “constitute something like aesthetic indignities to 
nature” in comparison to acts of vandalism (Carlson, 1986, 637). This 
imposing one-sided aesthetic not only didn’t approve upon their natural 
environments, they often destroyed it (Auping, 1977, 1). 
 
At the same time by contrast, other artists began to “approach nature as a 
complex gestalt of biological, political, economic and cultural forces” (Kester, 
2010). Emanating from a growing concern for nature, some of these artists 
began working in ways that were less about aestheticism or over-romanticising 
nature. Subsequently, collaboration and participatory processes as a means of 
art creation, production and identity gained greater visibility in the 
international arts scene around this time. These artists working during the era 
of the Great Acceleration “longed for a radical restructuring of art itself and 
sought ways to communicate more directly with audiences outside of the art 
world…to liberate art from the constraints of commerce and aestheticism, and 
to make art into a vital force with the world” (Sollins et al., 1990, 3). Some of 
the pioneers in this form of environmental practice include Joseph Beuys and 
husband and wife team Helen and Newton Harrison. Other artists such as 
Agnes Denes, Ana Mendieta and Alan Sonfist were also carving new territories 
in environmental art activism, ecofeminism and performance, and bringing 
Figure 124 - Robert Smithson, Broken 
Circle, 1971, Emmen, Holland. 
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‘nature’ back to the urban environment71. In Australia, prolific environmental 
artists with careers expanding over three decades emerging from this period, 
include artists such as Jill Orr, John Wolseley and Bonita Ely, with Ely’s work 
specifically addressing the ecological degradation of Australian river 
ecosystems, as a result of coal mining and mismanagement72. 
 
Many of these artists merged art with other disciplines including 
anthropology, history, urban design, science and landscape architecture. John 
Beardsley raises some of the issues this form of interdisciplinary collaboration 
fosters. First, whether or not the work itself could be better accomplished by 
experts from another discipline; secondly, being that it seems to “trespass on 
the territory of others” its perception as art is questionable; and lastly whether 
or not these artists are really making a difference compared to the magnitude 
of the problems they are working with (Beardsley, 2006, 164). These are 
relevant issues that have hindered the acceptance of environmental art and 
collaborative practice in the art world. Regardless of these issues however, this 
form of environmental and social consciousness generated a significant 
movement that greatly influenced artists in the 21st century. As Beardsley 
argues, artists like “Mendieta, Sonfist, and the Harrisons developed…the role 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
71 Including Agnes Denes, Wheatfield - A Confrontation: Battery Park Landfill, Downtown 
Manhattan (1982); Ana Mendieta, Silueta Series (1973-1980); and Alan Sonfist, Time 
Landscape (1965 - 1978 - Present). 
72 Bonita Ely, Murray River Punch (1979, 1980) and The Murray’s Edge: a River in Drought 
(2007-2009). 
for which Beuys had provided the model – that of the artist as environmental 
activist and social critic” (2006, 164). 
 
Joseph Beuys’ monumental work 7,000 Oaks (1982-87) consisted of planting 
seven thousand oak trees each with a basalt column marker in Kassel, 
Germany. The work is as much about regeneration as it is about the 
transformational possibilities of art and “of all of life, of society, and of the 
whole ecological system” (Cooke, n.d.), themes that prevail in Beuys’ concept 
of Social Sculpture. The moral and social dimension of artistic practice is the 
core of this idea, “which attempts to shift our understanding of art away from 
the creation of reified objects and the biases of self-interest, and to channel 
creativity onto the concrete social tasks that need doing – that is to say, toward 
the moral shaping of culture itself (Gablik, 1991, 142). The 7,000 Oaks project 
embodied the idea that social sculpture is participatory and enmeshed with the 
social fabric of our time – where social processes in are intertwined with 
aesthetic ones. Beuys stated that the project was a “symbolic communication 
with nature” aimed to influence transformation through enduring ecological 
awareness (qtd. in Kastner, 1998, 164). Not everyone appreciated Beuys’ ideas 
- sometimes seen as controversial, utopian, provocative or simple-minded - as 
they challenged dominant paradigms inside and out of the art world. Though, 
Beuys strongly believed in the power of art to be an ‘agent of change’ and 
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through his immersive practice “the sublation73 of art and life is sought not 
through the introduction of quotidian material into the sanctified field of the 
art object, but through the dismantling of the artistic personality itself in a 
splay of mediatory practices and exchanges” (Kester, 2010). As such, Beuys is 
the harbinger of participatory and social practice in environmental art 
influencing generations of artists and curators, and igniting discourse between 
critics, theorists and historians. 
 
The era of Great Acceleration provided a wealth of environmental issues for 
artists with activist inclinations motivated by ecological sensitivity, justice 
and/or responsibility. The Harrisons have working together as art-activists for 
almost four decades with scientists, biologists, architects, urban planners and 
other artists on issues such as watershed restoration, endangered species, 
urban renewal, agriculture, forestry and global warming. Like the symbolic 
spirit of Beuy’s 7,000 Oaks project, the Harrison’s projects embody “a 
relationship to nature not as something to be mastered…but as an interlocutor 
and agent speaking to us in a language we are not always prepared to 
understand” (Kester, 2010). Unlike the artists who use the natural 
environment as their canvas, the Harrison’s ethical relationship to the 
environment and global concerns is implicit in their work. As Kester argues, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
73 From the German term ‘aufheben’. A central term used by Hegel, it has contradictory 
meanings. Its basic meaning is to raise something up to a higher level for storing or 
preservation. At the same time, it can achieve this through its negation or transcendence.  
their collaborative approach can be viewed “in which the work of art is less an 
a priori construct than an open-ended process” (2010) of conversations, 
relational exchanges and ecological research. Grant Kester argues that 
collaborative practice in environmental art functions on multiple registers, 
including the basic technical collaborations such as those between an artist 
and a foundry; collaborations that transform spectators into participants; and 
collaborative practices that become ‘immersive’ that often include an artist’s 
long-term involvement at a site or within a given community (2010). The 
Harrisons’ practice functions within all three. 
 
The Harrisons consider the environment to be their ‘client’ and the 
“fundamental goal of [their] projects is to facilitate and document a dual 
transformation of the environment and human consciousness” 
(Schwendenwien, 1991, 45). The human element is integral to this process. In 
each of their projects, they seek to reveal the belief system that underlies the 
environmental issue they are investigating before attempting to propose 
solutions (1991, 44). It is a lengthy process of negotiating relationships and 
facilitating partnerships in order to build trust and helping to ensure the 
sustainability of the project once they leave the site. Their methodology 
includes research, consultations with communities and experts, public 
discussions and extensive mapping of issues, to reveal the subject matter and 
determine the boundaries and course of the project.  
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When investigating an issue like species loss or climate 
change, the Harrisons integrate themselves within a whole 
system to achieve systemic change. It is a refined 
collaborative process - a form of artistic mediation that 
constructs social and ecological knowledge and facilitates 
collective agency in the uncovering the nuances of social 
meaning. These processes can extend over long periods of 
time with results that are not easily forecasted ahead of 
time, as working collaboratively is often a mixture of risk 
and opportunity. They also allow the conversational form 
to progress, evolve and expand the project in ways 
unforeseeable and unimaginable. This brings into question 
the notion of authorship in their practice and by extension 
into other examples of collaborative environmental art. For the Harrisons, 
they believe their ‘non-possessive’ process removes the authoritarian or 
coercive voice that often prevail and hinder public projects and other planning 
operations. They avoid professional dialectic language in favour of language 
that can be understood through conversational discourse and understand that 
a conversation with them can lead to other projects beyond their scope or 
involvement. This is what they call a ‘Conversational Drift’. By surrendering 
the idea of solitary authorship (that of the artist alone) and sharing it through 
discourse, their projects evolve allowing others to take ownership in outcomes. 
The documentation and related content continues to be 
their work of ‘art’ per se, as they cannot take artistic claim 
over a reclaimed river or watershed. 
 
Without an initial direct intention to produce a visual 
product for exhibition, the Harrisons work manifests itself 
in elaborate installations with maps, charts, photographs, 
drawings, explanatory texts, architectural renderings 
and/or sculptural maquettes that speak to their clever 
strategic processes. Some may argue that some of the 
Harrison’s projects do not constitute art. As isolated 
interventions, some do not greatly vary from they type of 
reporting and documentation that you would see in an 
urban planning office. The products of their process are significant, but absent 
are poetics and space for the imaginary. The artworks reflect a strategic and 
utopian ideal, but lack affective appeal and are rather inaccessible to broad 
public audiences. However, when included in a body of work that extends 
decades and in relation to other projects such as Atempause: Breathing Space 
for the Sava River, Yugoslavia (1989-90), Vision for a Green Heart of Holland 
(1995), Greenhouse Britain (2007-2009), The Force Majeure: Peninsula Europe 
III, the Tibetan Plateau & Sierra Nevada (from 2008 on), the merits of the 
Harrisons processes and interventions are significantly innovative and 
noteworthy within and beyond the art world. Like other artists during the 
Figure 125 - The Harrisons, Vision for the Green 
Heart of Holland (detail of installation), 1995, 
maps, drawings, video, text and ceramic titles. 	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Great Acceleration Era, the Harrisons work is project and problem solving 
oriented and more about processes than product, underscoring a significant 
shift in environmental art thinking and practice. They interweave critical 
engagement, transformative action and aesthetic expression to varying degrees 
in each of their projects, but it is with the wellbeing of the planet in mind 
before considering what the end product will be.  
 
 
CONTEMPORARY ART IN AN ERA OF EARTH SYSTEMS 
SCIENCE 
 
The question is not that ‘can art change the world?...the world is 
changing. The need to transform the egocentric vision that is 
encoded in our entire worldview is the crucial task that lies ahead 
for our culture. The issue is whether art will rise to the occasion 
and make itself useful to all that is going on.  
–Suzi Gablik (1991) 
 
In September 2013, the first Working Group Summary of the 5th 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Assessment Report was 
released, written by 259 authors from 39 countries with over 54,000 
comments, likely making it the most comprehensive and rigorous process 
conducted in any scientific field in human history. Over the next fourteen 
months, three additional summaries will follow. The climate science 
community are firm with their stance that the earth’s climate in which all 
living things have evolved, flourished and depend on is in collapse, with a 95% 
certainty that human forcings are the main cause. As George Monbiot states 
clearly “climate change and global warming are inadequate terms for what [the 
report] reveals. The story it tells is of climate breakdown” (2013a). 
 
Concomitantly, the newly established Australian Coalition Government, 
under the Prime Ministerial leadership of Tony Abbott, launched an attack 
against action on climate change by terminating the ministries for science, 
climate change and energy, attempted to shut down the Clean Energy Finance 
Corporation and axed the Climate Commission, a body that provided 
independent and professional advice on climate science one week before the 
release of the IPCC report. He also ‘open[ed] up for business’74 the Great 
Barrier Reef for coal transportation with the impending threat of doing the 
same damage to World Heritage listed forests in Tasmania, whilst 
commencing the process to repeal the Carbon Tax75 based on this pre-election 
promise “I mean what I say: there will be no Carbon Tax under a government 
I lead” (Abbott, 2013). However, with climate change being a major discussion 
point at the 2014 APEC and G20 Summits and the announcement of a climate 
agreement between China and the USA, it appears that Tony Abbott and the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
74 Tony Abbott declared ‘Australia is open for business’ during his election victory speech 
on 7 September 2013. 
75 The Abbott Government successfully led the carbon tax repeal in July 2014 which led to 
national and worldwide criticism. 
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Coalition government are looking through the wrong end of the telescope 
when it comes to climate change. 
 
Those looking through eyepiece of the telescope acknowledge the evidence 
and understand we are experiencing rapid global environmental change. 
According to Fox, the era of Earth Systems Science, from the 1990’s to the 
present, reflects a shift in the science community to transcend disciplinary 
boundaries76 to treat the Earth as an integrated system (the ecosphere) in order 
to gain greater understanding of its physical, chemical and biological 
properties; human influence; and its past, current and future states. The role of 
the artist in environmental art practice has also evolved in this latest part of 
the era of the Great Acceleration- from documenter and commentator in the 
Industrial Era to being agents of change and social critics. The era of Earth 
Systems Science is inaugurating new cultural territories to which artists have 
responded, and this section will examine the significant shifts in contemporary 
environmental art practice since the 1990’s.  
 
Art has a transformative capacity to critique and reflect upon the “questioning 
of society by itself and often takes an active role in the search for answers to 
those questions” (Sonfist, 1983, xi). Building upon this, Papastergiadis argues 
that there has been a switch in ambition for many contemporary artists who 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
76 i.e. mathematics, chemistry, biology, physics, applied sciences, etc.  
aim to be working within the contemporary as “mediators in the global and 
local networks of communication…rather than [merely] producers of belated 
or elevated responses” thus locating themselves within the processes of social 
production rather than at the edges (Papastergiadis, 2011, 12). Climate change 
and environmental sustainability are global issues, and as Guattari points out 
in The Three Ecologies, “now more than ever, nature cannot be separated from 
culture; in order to comprehend the interaction between ecosystems, the 
mechanosphere and the social and individual universes of reference, we must 
learn to think transversally” (2008, 48). Here, artists may position themselves 
as mediators. They may expand conventional sustainability thinking in ways 
to address environmental challenges and re-imagine a sustainable future to 
influence cultural change. Papastergiadis proposes that “as artists redefine 
their function as ‘content shifters rather than as content providers’77, they 
become more intimately involved in the production and mediation of new 
social knowledge” (2011, 3). This is evident in the work of American artists 
Mel Chin and Mierle Laderman Ukeles, who both forged new ground in 
collaborative ecological art practice within and outside of the art world and 
thus influencing a new generation of artists.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
77 Qtd. From KESTER, G. H. 2004. Conversation pieces: community and communication in 
modern art, Berkeley, University of California Press. 
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Contributing to the field of ecological restoration with an aesthetic dimension 
is Mel Chin’s Revival Fields (1990-1993), which Spaid calls an ‘ecovention’ 
(2002b). What started out as a sculptural experiment using plants to revitalise 
contaminated soil, led to major advancements in the phytoremediation 
industry (using plants to absorb toxic materials in soil). Chin collaborated 
with Dr. Rufus Chaney, an American Department of Agriculture scientist 
(who earlier failed to secure research funding on this project), to conduct field 
tests within the context of art. This highlights one of the differences between 
scientific methodology and cultural research: the requirement for objective 
certification of results in science, often conducted through a rigorous peer-
reviewed process. It could be argued that projects like Revival Fields are able to 
withstand greater risk as artworks than scientific experiments as they are 
moderated through different criteria. Hence it is the artist rather than 
scientific and/or institutional protocols that have led this process. As Spaid 
argues, these projects often cost less, achieve greater community support, are 
not expected to result in profit and/or published results, and have a greater 
fluidity in redefining project scope at any stage (2002a). Through negotiations 
with the American National Endowment for the Arts (NEA), over the validity 
of the work to merit arts grant funding, Chin “compared the plants’ 
absorption of toxic materials to the art of carving” (Spaid, 2002b). While Chin 
had to substantiate the merits of this work as art and transformed the 
phytoremediation industry through research and commercial enterprise, it 
failed to engage the public beyond the art, science and economic sectors.  
 
Mierle Laderman Ukeles’ approach to ecological restoration varies greatly 
from Chin’s. Although still utilitarian, Ukeles employs a process of 
participatory democracy in the development of her artworks in ways that Krug 
maintains “unites people in open dialogue about the characteristics of 
important community ecological issues” (2006). This is a similar to Guattari’s 
idea of ‘cultivating a dissensus’. In Guattari’s approach, it is “principally a call 
for the revival of individual competence as a social force” (Pindar and Sutton, 
2008, 10). Unlike mass movements or the predominant political paradigm, 
which require broad consensus, new collectives or ‘dissenting subjectivities’ 
Figure 126 - Mel Chin, Revival Fields, 1991-ongoing, plants and industrial fencing on a 
hazardous waste landfill. 
IMAGE REMOVED DUE TO COPYRIGHT RESTRICTIONS 	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can embrace local differences and be vital forces toward change. Consensus 
can be reductive and tends to nullify political exchanges as it is generally 
caught up in the idea of what is proper as a means to return to normalcy 
(Rancière and Corcoran, 2010). Dissensus, by contrast, is a dynamic “activity 
that cuts across forms of cultural and identity belonging and hierarchies 
between discourses and genres, working to introduce new subjects and 
heterogeneous objects into the field of perception” (2010, 2). Since the mid-
1970’s Ukeles’ works have traversed many disciplinary boundaries, cultivating 
dissensus through her ‘maintenance art’ projects.  
 
The New York-based artist’s first social sculpture (or ‘maintenance art’) 
project involved shaking the hands of 8,500 City of New York sanitation 
workers. Since 1977, Ukeles has been an artist in residence at the New York 
Department of Sanitation where she has produced exhibitions and other 
community engagement activities. She is also professionally apart of the 
planning team under the Percent for Art program78 at the Fresh Kills Landfill 
site (approximately 9km2) including a major public works to transform the 
decommissioned garbage site into an ‘urban asset’ as a park. Her appointment 
includes contributing to the design elements of the landfill and to its end-use 
design. According to art critic Eleanor Heartney, Ukeles is “in a unique 
position to influence the direction of this massive infrastructure project, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
78 New York City Department of Cultural Affairs commissioning program for 
artists/artworks. 
because she has spent years building relationships with government officials 
and experts in the field…as a result she is now able to interject an artist’s 
thinking into a world usually dominated by engineers, urban planners, and 
technicians of various sorts (2005). In this sense, Ukeles epitomises the idea of 
a ‘trusted messenger’79 with the Fresh Kills project having “the potential to 
offer an unprecedented model for the kinds of projects that might be possible 
when artists are made official members of a planning team” (2005). When 
completed Fresh Kills Park will be three times the size of Central Park and will 
include Ukeles’ artwork Landing80 (Figs. 127 – 129), an assortment of 
recreational spaces, ecological restoration areas such as wetlands to improve 
water quality and biodiversity, cultural and educational spaces, along with 
programming to enrich visitor experiences and awareness to local and global 
environmental issues.
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
79 As defined in chapter two. 
80 Approved by the New York City’s Percentage for Art program in 2013, Landing is a 
permanent environmental artwork consisting of a cantilevered platform providing an 
expansive view of the Freshkills Park. The other components include Earth Bench, Overlook 
and Earth Triangle, which are currently in the final design phase. 
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In a time when meaningful global communication and intelligent 
restructuring of our environment is imperative, art can assume an 
important role. It can affect intelligent collaboration and the 
integration of disciplines, and it can offer skilful and benign 
problem solving. A well-conceived work can motivate people 
and influence how things are perceived.  
– Agnes Denes (qtd. in Homer, 2014) 
 
As this next section discusses, all across the world artists are finding innovative 
ways to affectively communicate critical environmental issues to broad 
audiences in ways that directly or inadvertently result in positive 
environmental outcomes. Their projects take shape through various means 
controversy. By no means exhaustive, the next section features a selection of 
contemporary artists and groups practicing within a contemporary 
environmental art context who are effectively achieving real-world outcomes 
that benefit the environment and/or non-human species.  
 
Collaboration and the communication of scientific data: HeHe 
Scientific data is often experienced as abstract and hence beyond the realm of 
personal experience for the layperson, where art has the capacity to broader 
community. In communicating the consequences of significant environmental 
future scenarios to the public, the language of science may often seem difficult 
to grasp in time and space (Heartney, 2005, 21). Art on the other hand, has the 
qualities required to create interconnectedness and agency for change. An 
example of a contemporary artist-led ecological work using interdisciplinary 
Figure 127- Mierle Laderman-Ukeles, 
Landing site plan including the 
artworks Overlook, Earth Triangle and 
Earth Bench, 2015. 
Figure128 - Mierle Laderman-
Ukeles, Overlook, model, 2013. 
Figure 129- Mierle 
Laderman-Ukeles, Overlook, 
computer sketch, 2013 - 
ongoing. 
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collaboration to engage the public to change their patterns of energy 
consumption is Nuage Vert (Green Cloud)81, by Helen Evans and Heiko 
Hansen from the French design studio HeHe. The artwork used a laser-
tracking mechanism to project green illumination on to the emissions cloud 
emanating from the Salmisaari power plant’s chimney. The illumination 
varied based on the contours and size of the vapour cloud, reflecting the 
electrical consumption of residents in two suburbs of Helsinki.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
81 Winner of environmental art awards including 01SJ Green Prix for Environmental Art 
(2008, San Jose) and the 2008 Ars Electronica Golden Nica. 
During the weeklong installation, local residents were asked to consume less 
and unplug unessential electrical appliances to watch the physical dimension 
of the green cloud change. HeHe stated that it was essential to work with the 
owners, engineers and owners at Helsinki Energy (Helsingin Energia), since 
without their cooperation, “the event would be a symbolic act rather than a 
social process” and the actions and involvement of local residents were 
essential as if “there were an umbilical connection between the local actions 
and the vapour” (O'Neill, 2010).  
 
The artists have been awarded numerous awards for Nuage Vert for its 
innovativeness and impact. Nuage Vert is a strong example of creative 
environmental responsiveness initiated and led by artists working in an era of 
Earth Systems Science. Rather than creating an artwork of belated response to 
an existing ecological issue, the artists developed and delivered an original 
artwork with progressive processes and outcomes that function both within 
and outside of the art world. HeHe acted as mediators between diverse 
stakeholder groups to create an artwork that translated complex data into 
visual form. They also acted as interlocutors within the local community to 
engage people with this information through meaningful and inclusive 
activities.  
 
A significant ‘real-world’ outcome and legacy of this project resulted when 
Helsinki Energy announced their commitment to release more real time data 
Figure 130 - HeHe, Nuage 
Vert (Green Cloud), 2008, 
laser tracking and 
projection, Helsinki. 
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about energy consumption to the public – an almost unheard of act in the 
energy industry and the first company in Finland to do so. This form of 
transparency on energy consumption is rare amongst energy companies 
around the world, and the City of Helsinki is on board to increase their share 
of renewable energy to 20% by 2020. 
 
Controversy and exposure: Peter von Tiesenhausen and Chris Drury 
Ecologically focused artworks are not without controversy like other activist 
driven or political artworks. All environmental works are inherently political 
to some degree as they often push against or expose dominant institutional 
norms within government, industry and academia. But what are some of the 
unintended consequences when environmental art hits its target?  Artists Peter 
von Tiesenhausen and Chris Drury have both experienced inadvertent 
outcomes as the result of their artworks.  
 
Peter von Tiesenhausen is a Canadian artist popularly known as the Alberta 
sculptor who fought the oil companies and won. A valuable deposit of natural 
gas sits beneath von Tiesenhausen’s 800-acre property, which local oil and gas 
companies want access to. In Canada, landholders only have rights to the top 
six inches of topsoil. What lies beneath is generally the property of the federal 
government – in this case, natural gas. The Government can grant access to oil 
and gas companies if they agree to compensate the landholder, usually for crop 
loss. However, there are numerous artworks all over von Tiesenhausen’s Figure 132 - Peter von Tiesenhausen Lifeline (detail), 1990 - 
ongoing. White picket fencing built one metre per year. 
	  
Figure 131 - Peter von Tiesenhausen, Ship, 1993, woven 
willow branches, 33-metres in length, Demmitt, Alberta, 
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house, studio and property – essentially, his life’s work. I visited Peter’s home 
in 2003 and was given a tour. A 33-metre long ship sculpted with willow 
branches rests in an open field, nest-like structures rest in the treetops, 
sculptural towers appear to be growing out of the earth, and even the dog 
house is sculpted out of a hay bale. My favourite is von Tiesenhausen’s 
autobiographical white picket fence Lifeline (1990 – ongoing), where he 
annually builds a section and leaves it to weather naturally. The newest section 
is perfectly erect and white and as your eye looks down the length of the fence, 
the oldest section is almost in ruin and poetically, returning to the earth. 
 
In 2003, von Tiesenhausen challenged the oil and gas companies with 
copyright law – essentially copyrighting his land as a work of art. If any oil or 
gas company disturbed the top six inches of his property, he could sue for 
copyright infringement, thus increasing mandatory landholder compensation 
from around $200 to $600,000. The precedent of this action has “strong legal 
foundations [seen in] pharmaceutical, computer software and publishing 
corporations” (von Tiesenhausen qtd. inThe Edmonton Journal, 2006). His 
legal move stopped a pipeline from being installed on his property, costing the 
oil and gas company over a million dollars to reroute it around the property. 
His copyright claim remains unchallenged in Canada, as it is unlikely any oil 
or gas company want any publicity that could trigger other landholders 
following suit on a similar basis. 
Chris Drury also took on the fossil fuel industry, in a less subversive manner 
with his poetic work Carbon Sink: What Goes Around Comes Around (2011) 
installed on the University of Wyoming campus and the Black Thunder coal 
mine in Campbell County. A swirling vortex of beetle-killed trees with a pile of 
coal at its centre draws strong parallels between the fossil fuel industry, climate 
change and the death of forests in the area as a result of pine beetle infestations 
- the same pine beetles that are decimating the Canadian Boreal forests. The 
artist intended the work to remain in situ until it returned to nature through 
natural decay. However, the artwork hit the bull’s eye when representatives 
from the mining industry suggested that the work was a personal attack 
against the industry and casually threatened the university by reminding them 
where their pay checks come from (Rife, 2012). Instead of standing up for 
intellectual and artistic freedom, Carbon Sink was removed and destroyed 
Figure 133 - Chris Drury, 
Carbon Sink: What Goes 
Around Comes Around, 
2011, pine beetle infested 
wood and coal, 14m 
diameter, University of 
Wyoming campus, 
Laramie, USA. 
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after the university bowed to political pressure. However, the University of 
Wyoming’s censorship of Carbon Sink drew internationally attention, 
shedding more light on the incestuous nature of the fossil fuel industry’s 
influence on institutions and government. By protecting and accepting 
corporate investment from this industry, the university is explicitly profiting 
from climate change.  
Transforming ecologies: Jason deCaires Taylor and Sebastião 
Salgado 
Human activity in the past few centuries has deeply compromised ocean and 
rainforest ecosystems worldwide. It could be suggested that the works of 
sculptor Jason deCaires Taylor and photographer Sebastião Salgado attempt to 
reverse some of the damage to transform the ecologies of loss back into 
abundance.  
 
Jason deCaires Taylor’s underwater sculptures are the synthesis of art and 
science, created to support coral growth and habitats for marine life, but also 
to raise awareness about the plight of the world’s oceans. Working with 
marine biologists, deCaires Taylor creates large-scale sculptures out of 
environmentally friendly materials that promote coral growth, increase marine 
biomass, and act as habitable spaces for marine species. deCaire Taylor’s most 
ambitious work to date is The Silent Evolution (2012) comprised of 400 life-
size casts of people from a broad demographic arranged at a depth of eight 
metres underwater in Cancun/Isla Mujeres, Mexico. The figures act as an 
artificial reef attracting microscopic organisms that propagate, providing food 
sources to other species. Eventually, the artwork becomes a sustainable 
ecosystem teeming with marine life. At the same time, his underwater 
museum attracts tourism, thus taking the pressure off natural coral reefs, thus 
allowing them to recover.  
 
Figure 135 - Jason deCaires 
Taylor, photographs revealing 
the process from subject to 
sculpture that attracts fish and 
promotes coral growth. 
Figure 135 - Jason deCaires 
Taylor, The Silent Evolution, 
2012, 400 life-size casts of 
different people, Cancun/Isla 
Mujeres, Mexico. 
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This is of course, if another artist doesn’t come and ‘yarn-bomb’ your 
developing sculptural marine ecosystem. Mexican authorities are considering 
pressing charges against Polish artist Agata Oleksiak (known as Olek) for the 
unauthorised ‘yarn bombing’ of one of Jason deCaires Taylor’s underwater 
sculptures. Olek’s defence was that she was attempting to raise awareness to 
the declining whale shark populations in the area. However, her activist 
artwork may have destroyed the marine species living on the sculpture. This is 
a worthy example of superficial environmentalism in art – an ill-informed 
artist advancing her own agenda under the gloss of an eco-centric moral 
imperative, and unaware of the implications of her intentions. 
 
 
Sebastião Salgado is best known for his social documentary photography 
depicting the plight of the human condition in times of war, famine, migration 
and hardship. After years of documenting some of the most shocking and 
horrific scenes of human suffering, Salgado changed course to focus on planet 
earth after recognising the links between human suffering and the degradation 
of nature’s resources (Salgado, 2004). For eight years, he travelled to some of 
the most remote places on the earth to photograph areas untouched by human 
activity for the Genesis Project, a project Salgado describes as his “love letter to 
the planet” (Salgado and Wenders, 2014). His intention was to capture and 
preserve through photography “how the world was before humanity altered it 
almost beyond recognition” (Salgado, 2004). The project emerged out of an 
initiative Salgado started in 1998 with his wife Lélia Deluiz Wanick on his 
family’s homestead, once a subtropical rainforest reduced to desert from 
deforestation and natural resource mining. What started off as a pilot project 
to reforest the area and act as a demonstration project for restoring depleted 
land in Brazil turned into a major ecological transformation.  
 
Figure 136- Artist Olek 
'yarn bombing' Jason 
deCaires Taylor's sculpture 
Time Bomb, 2014. Figure 137- Sebastião Salgado, Southern 
elephant seal calves in Saint Andrews 
Bay, South Georgia, 2009, photograph, 
gelatin silver print, 91.4 x 127cm. 
Figure 138 Sebastião Salgado,  Iceberg 
between Paulet Island and the South 
Shetland Islands in the Weddell Sea 
Antarctic Peninsula, 2005, photograph, 
gelatin silver print, 127 x 172.7cm. 
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The couple started Instituto Terra as a not-for-profit NGO dedicated to 
restoring ecosystems, production of seedlings, environmental outreach 
programs and education, and applied scientific research (Beliel, n.d.). By 2004, 
half a million trees were planted. Today, it is a protected heritage reserve with 
over four million seedlings planted and the restoration is near completion. 
With established partners, this landmark initiative now acts as model to 
encourage other private property owners to follow. While Sebastião Salgado’s 
Genesis Project is a stand-alone environmental artwork in its own right, its 
viewing is primarily within cultural institutions to somewhat elite audiences 
and likely doesn’t benefit the environment directly except to raise awareness. 
However, the strength of Salgado’s practice is the relationship between art and 
real world application, his ability to transform ecologies of the intellect and 
imagination whilst transforming deserts into subtropical rainforests. 
 
The current ecological crisis has bred a paradigm of alienation in western 
culture, a condition where individuals find it challenging to take responsibility 
with issues in the world over which they feel as if they have no control. Both 
deCaires Taylor and Salgado demonstrate the generative influence of artistic 
intervention in an ecosystem, showing what can be achieved through art, 
imagination and collective action. The value of these projects is that they 
infuse an artist’s thinking into solving some of the critical environment issues 
of our time.  	    
Figure 139 - Top: Instituto Terra, Bulcão Farm, headquarters of the Instituto Terra in Aimorés, 
Minas Gerais, from 2000 to 2013, photographs. 
Figure 140 - Bottom: aerial maps showing the reforestation of the 1,754-acre Bulcão Farm from 
2000 – 2012. 
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Enabling environmental art and collaboration: Cape Farewell and 
TippingPoint 
Art is not a monologue. Artists are in a unique position to respond to critical 
environmental issues and influence change, because of their capacity to 
synthesise new ideas and make connections between seemingly disparate 
variables. Cape Farewell and TippingPoint understand the power of art, 
imagination and collective action. Both organisations have created models to 
enable environmental art and collaboration to expand conversations and 
engagement on challenging environmental issues including climate change. 
 
David Buckland created The Cape Farewell project 2001 with an ambitious 
mission “to make a major contribution towards creating a paradigm shift in 
the way that society perceives and responds to climate change” (Buckland and 
Wainwright, 2010). Working in partnership with international scientific and 
cultural organisations, they aim to create innovative programs to engage 
public audiences on climate change issues, based on a model of ‘expedition’ – 
“to interrogate the scientific, social, economic realities that lead to climate 
disruption, and to inspire the creation of climate focused art” for broad 
dissemination in exhibitions, festivals, publications and digital media, 
including through their award winning website (Buckland, 2013). Since 2003, 
Cape Farewell has led nine expeditions to climate change ‘hotpots’ – eight to 
the Arctic and one to the Peruvian Andes, bringing together artists, scientists 
and communicators to “cross-fertilise each other’s practice to create a 
symbiotic dependency”, to develop and hone their language skills, and 
communication abilities to engage on a human scale the urgency of global 
climate change (Buckland and Wainwright, 2010).  
 
Figure 141 – The Cape Farewell ship Noorderlicht sailing off the coast of Svalbard during the 
2007 Art/Science expedition. 
Figure 142– Cape Farewell’s Unfold exhibition (2010-2013), here at Newcastle Art Gallery, 
installation photograph. The exhibition features the work of 25 artists who participated in the 
Cape Farewell expeditions to the High Arctic (2007 and 2008) and the Andes (2009). 
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The idea is to invest in the artist’s skill to “uncover the hidden, the unpalatable, 
the unstated, whether it be in love, ethics or values”, apply it to climate change 
to uncover new discourses. Many of the artists have no previous engagement 
with environmental issues and come to the expedition from a wide spectrum 
of practice – from literature to visual art; comedy to film; and from 
architecture to music. The scientists help the artists gain a robust 
understanding of the implications of these issues and in turn the artists have 
produced personal and emotive responses inviting audiences to connect 
through curiosity, empathy, and intellectual stimulation. Outcomes of this 
project include numerous international touring exhibitions, artist residency 
and youth programmes, university short courses, books, films and a North 
American division of Cape Farewell. As Cape Farewell claims, each expedition 
acts as a catalyst for activity. Far-reaching and likely undocumented, is the 
ripple effect of Cape Farewell’s work from the artists they inspire who 
continue to share the message to the audiences they engage. 
   
Similarly, TippingPoint (UK) was founded in 2005 by Peter Gingold to bring 
together by invitation leading researchers, policy makers, influencers and 
artists to participated in an informal, but intense series of meetings and 
activities to provoke and engender collaborative thinking and work. The aim is 
to explore the ways in which science (physical and social) and the arts 
(performing, literary and visual) can collaborate together to better inform and 
engage with the public climate change, thus combining cognition and affect 
Figure 143- TippingPoint Australia, October 2010, 
photographs of the facilitated ‘Open Space’ format 
with invited participants. 
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for improved outcomes. The project takes a non-partisan approach, not 
assuming any specific climate change policy position, but explores how to 
better communicate existing climate science knowledge to the public 
audiences, classrooms and beyond. An integral part of the methodology used 
is the “Open Space” format (Herman, 2010), whereby participants generate 
and manage their own agendas in parallel working sessions around central 
themes.  
 
Experience has demonstrated that this format allows scientists to speculate 
outside the standard parameters of science environments; artists can also 
engage with a level of authority, different from but of equal value, to that of the 
more academically credentialed experts present. Thus, the dangers of having 
art understood to be acting in the service of science, or science acting in the 
service of art can be avoided. Here, both science and the arts can come 
together as equally respected vantage points exploring topics of common 
concern. Since 2005, TippingPoint has hosted nearly twenty events worldwide, 
facilitated the commissioning of numerous performance-based works, 
inspired the creation of books, music and art, and enabled connections 
between professionals of diverse disciplines. 
As this chapter demonstrates, contemporary environmental art is a discursive 
relational and ecological field of practice and scholarship – one in which own 
interdisciplinary practice is situated. The natural environment has provided a 
wealth of material and inspiration for generations of artists. However, in this 
precarious time of increasing ecological uncertainty, many artists including 
myself, are more engaged with being interlocutors in the exchange, 
communication and resolution of environmental challenges that have the 
potential for measurable benefit to non-humans and/or the earth’s ecosystem. 
My practice-led research contributes to this field of scholarship by offering 
ways to creatively negotiate the complexity of information and how to 
translate it into meaningful and affective representations. Whilst there are 
many socio-cultural barriers inhibiting effective climate change 
communication, artists may contribute their skills and know-how to the 
climate challenge through long-term investment and collaborative strategies 
that engage the public imagination with visions and tools for a sustainable 
future.  
 
 
____   
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CONCLUSION  
The studio-based Art & the Anthropocene research project proposes that 
cultural forms that convey meaning with affect and rhetorical power are better 
placed to communicate critical environmental issues such as climate change 
than policy and specialisation jargon. 
 
In chapter one, I attempted to show how three central definitions of 
environmental conditions – Tipping Point, the Point of No Return and the 
concept of the Super Wicked are vital in comprehending and communicating 
the complexity and magnitude of climate change and the associated risks of 
inaction. Throughout the research I have emphasised the intricate 
interdependencies between climate change science, communication and 
problem solving. These are largely due to challenges rising from western 
contemporary cultural myths that reinforce the status quo, reward immediate 
gratification and sanction neo-liberalist positions. Through two main 
methodologies of process-based art production, I have demonstrated the ways 
I have attempted to unpack some of these interdependencies and challenges. 
In chapter one, I focused on studio methodologies based in mnemotechnics 
and metaphor to produce drawings that attempt to convey complex 
environmental information, but also references the dilemma of the super 
wicked problem linking instances of locality with some of the more 
contentious global issues relating to climate change. By drawing on 
Heidegger’s definition of techne and poeisis, I contend that the meaning of 
these drawings is revealed through mediated processes focused on a perpetual 
responsiveness to materials and subject matter. The outcomes are artworks 
embedded with complex data producing an aesthetic that offers both cognitive 
and affective meaning. As explained further in chapter three, however, the risk 
with exhibiting such works such as my drawing series in art galleries is that 
they fail to reach broader public audiences. 
 
In the second chapter, I examined what I call the ‘climate communication 
crisis’ in an attempt to understand what makes the communication of climate 
change different from other difficult economic, social and political issues and 
how my practice-led research might respond to these differences. I explored 
some of the challenges and methods of existing climate change engagement 
strategies including those creating spin from climate science. I identified blind 
spots in our current narratives, visualisations and messages that fail to capture 
the public imagination in order to instigate the kind of changes we need. Since 
the type of systemic change we need is both top-down and bottom-up, and 
requires a reshaping of the status quo, I argue that artists are ideally positioned 
to contribute their thinking and processes in this exchange.  	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A demand exists in the global environmental science and justice communities 
for innovative and affective ways to engage the social imaginary with a 
sustainable vision and tools for collective action. As identified in chapter two, 
social dynamics are strong forces in influencing change and reinforcing 
attitudes, primarily due to stimulus that amplifies our awareness of what we 
are experiencing and motivates us into response. Artists possess the capacity to 
tap into the interactive and interpersonal through affective poetics that can 
intersect with existing social relations. Therefore artists working in 
collaboration with other disciplines can extend and enhance environmental 
science and technological information in ways that capture the collective 
imagination, shift values and activate new cultural myths.  	  
A carbon-zero future needs to focus on long-term horizons and cumulative 
approaches. We are all complicit in climate change. Moreover, it is futile to 
think that there is a big fix out in the universe or by returning to the Dark 
Ages will solve our current predicament. A more pragmatic approach is one 
that bolsters a new ethos of ecological citizenship by aligning with existing 
cultural myths, promoting agency and facilitating positive response through 
meaningful and relational communications. This can produce an accumulative 
effect of pro-environmental change when also supported by policy changes, 
design innovation, incentives and stricter penalties for the culpable.  	  
In chapter three, I discuss some of the main considerations and challenges in 
environmental art practice in relation to the effective communication of 
critical ecological issues – specifically in relation to modes of engagement and 
reception. I argue that artists with sustained practices in this field need to 
employ a high level of responsiveness in order to negotiate the constantly 
shifting ground of contested priorities and diverse stakeholder groups. 
Through discussion of the second methodology of this practice-led research 
project, which is collaborative art in the public sphere, I show how it is a 
sustained process of trying to find a balance that does not alienate audiences 
with the messages nor lose the criticality of the art process and product. I 
discuss my own processes of response to selected ecological issues and how I 
have worked through some of the challenges that science communicators face 
in capturing the attention of public audiences This third chapter examines 
some of the politics of engagement and reception in contemporary 
environmental art practice. It also describes how I have tried to address the 
interplay between affective poetics and the aesthetics of necessity in my own 
process-based environmental artworks– some of which are also germane to 
the field of other public and/or social art practices.  
 
Furthermore, I also show how local projects also have global implications and 
are connected to other kinds of problem solving. For instance, the ARENA 
project demonstrated how artistic collaboration and dialogue can help shape 
curatorial direction for raising critical environmental issues in the public 
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realm whilst also indicating how dialogues between artists are reshaping 
contemporary environmental art practice. The process of developing 
Exponential Decay/Exponential Growth into a public art proposal also revealed 
some of the barriers of working with diverse audiences in addressing a 
contentious environmental issue. It helped inform the engagement strategy for 
The Riparian Project as well as clarify the scope of the issue and what was 
achievable along predetermined timelines. 	  
The Riparian Project presented numerous challenges that changed the scope of 
the project at different stages, which required adaptability and resilience on 
behalf of our project team and immediate partners. Throughout the 
development and delivery of this culturally adaptive approach, our team 
worked to find innovative methods that made credible environmental 
information user-friendly to broad audiences – primarily through inclusive 
methods that generated positive social reinforcement and empowerment. This 
included developing a common language of communication within our 
transdisciplinary team, but also one that could help us communicate with our 
diverse stakeholder groups and their needs. We developed accessible 
narratives that framed and personalised the issue in a context specific manner 
therefore validating our credibility and role to stakeholder groups. We also 
created a program that invited participation and opportunity for people to 
express their opinions and attitudes, in relation to the issue of unrestricted 
livestock grazing in rivers, but also in the discussion and design of a public 
artwork for their community in Yea. I designed and facilitated a visual literacy 
workshop to discuss public art in a way that was accessible to new audiences, 
as well as resources on how to communicate thoughts and feelings objectively 
about such artworks in the public realm. Our decision-making model 
provided a guideline for our project negotiations, but it also helped to expose 
questions about some of prevailing issues of engagement and reception issues 
artists face in in the public realm. Specifically, how to reconcile constraints to 
uphold the integrity of an artwork without compromising its criticality and 
poetics in favour of the artwork’s educational and environmental benefits.  
 
In chapter four, I provided a historical and theoretical review of 
environmental art practice in the Anthropocene, based on Fox’s adapted 
model from the 1790’s to the present, with an emphasis on art in the era of 
Earth Systems Science. It looked at how certain approaches have expanded 
and validated environmental art practice in the art world, but also raised 
questions about the beneficial impact of such works on non-humans and the 
biosphere. It offers several ways how artists can contribute to some of the 
critical environmental challenges of the Anthropocene. Some of the 
approaches have succeeded by creatively translating complex data to the 
human scale with real world applications, as in the work by HeHe. While 
others have made the invisible visible by challenging the status quo advertently 
or unintentionally as in the practices of von Tiesenhausen and Drury. Other 
artists have sought to transform ecologies through multifaceted restoration 
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projects, as in the work of deCaires Taylor and Salgado, along with projects 
that have provided frameworks to unite artists with scientists to promote 
collaboration and dialogue. Through the examples I have provided, I have 
showed how artists can contribute to critical environmental challenges 
through affective poetics and longer-term investment at a site or with a 
designated group. Collaborations, partnerships and activated audience 
participation helps to create cohesion and consistency between stakeholder 
groups, thus helping to ensure the longevity of an artwork once the artist has 
left the project. 
 
As this practice-led research demonstrates, the natural environment has 
inspired generations of cultural producers to create complex works of art often 
intended to serve a greater good - such as conservation, protection, issue 
awareness-raising, challenging the status quo, mobilising action, etc. While 
such instrumentalist intentions are an essential part of the process of 
responding to environmental issues like climate change, they still require 
attentiveness to the implications of their reception as aesthetic processes. If 
conducted poorly, they risk loosing the criticality of the message and the 
potential for affective engagement. A considered approach enables artists to 
redefine their function as “context shifters rather than as content providers” 
(Kester, 2004), which in turn enables the possibility of profound aesthetic 
experiences and the shaping of new social knowledge. 
 
As I have shown, through the methodologies of my studio-led drawings and 
public art projects, I become immersed in and intimately involved with the 
subject matter that informs the creation of an artwork. I seek to understand 
the context in which I am negotiating as a means of comprehending the levels 
of ecological complexity, whether it is between the pages of scientific 
reporting, on a gravel road photographing livestock, listening to a specific 
stakeholder group or walking through paddocks in gumboots with a 
landholder. For me, this reflective relationship with the material is initially 
dark and hidden like the large sheets of black paper on my studio walls. As 
ideas formulate and mnemonic processes evolve, I translate hard facts and 
personal experience into metaphorical representation and/or affective ways to 
engage public audiences with the subject matter. The resulting artwork is 
revealed like successive white pencil marks on a black substrate. Once the 
information is processed through these filters, it takes new forms unlike any 
other aesthetic or functional representation of this material, and hence offers 
new narratives that hopefully activate affective response and a transfer of 
knowledge about the environmental context the work investigates. 
Accordingly, in an accelerated world of environmental complexity and 
uncertainty, where it is increasingly difficult to see the forest for the trees, there 
are branches offering new knowledge transmitted through affective 
experience.  
 
This exegesis is a tree.  
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